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Successful collaboration is a pressing need for groups, organizations, and communities 
who are looking to identify solutions to local problems. As these local problems become 
increasingly complex, collaboration requires the engagement and active participation of diverse 
stakeholders. In order to support the success of cross-sector, multiple stakeholder initiatives, 
there is a need for better governance frameworks which consider the voluntary, peer-led nature 
of grassroots efforts, as well as increased understandings of community-based initiatives. One 
challenge faced by communities is how to support the development of digital literacies in their 
citizens for not just long-term success in an increasingly technology-reliant life but also to meet 
social and economic development goals related to digital inclusion and workforce preparation.  
This study examines the organizing and leadership processes around one community’s 
responses to support digital literacy initiatives. It explores the applicability of a collective 
leadership framework for understanding leadership within the community, focusing on four 
behaviorally-based roles identified as supporting group processes in complex environments. It 
also examines the structures, systems, and processes that support or hinder such work and the 
associated information behaviors of individuals enacting leadership roles.  
A sequential mixed methods design was created for this study, comprised of a multi-
phased process structured to solicit data from across the community. Forty-one semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with individuals across five community sectors, followed by a social 
network survey (n=78) asking about relationships around information, general leadership, and 
collective leadership roles for digital literacy. Analysis of the social network survey identified 




observations, and site visits contributed contextual information about the community’s efforts. 
The final phase involved the integration and review of all data sources.   
Findings reflect the complexity present within the community and the coordination 
challenges of working across organizational and geographic boundaries. Digital literacy 
resources around information and leadership were present, but scarce. Collective leadership was 
found to be present, with evidence for the existence of collective leadership roles found within 
both qualitative and quantitative analyses. Expertise remained related to the emergence of 
collective leadership roles, with social expertise seen as particularly important. Analysis of 
community information needs resulted in the creation of a novel typology of information needs 
around digital literacy, comprised of educational, technical, organizational, and community-
specific components.  
 Implications for research concern future work exploring leadership and community 
initiatives, with methodological contributions from the study of relevance for research around 
community-based phenomena. Implications for practice revolve around the support of 
community capacity-building efforts, particularly around community leadership development 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Problem Statement  
Successful collaboration is a pressing need for grassroots efforts by community members 
to create solutions to local challenges. Social innovations (Gurstein, 2013) frequently arise in 
response to “wicked problems, i.e. socially complex, ill-structured challenges” (de Moor, 2015, 
p. 1), which are often too large and too complex for any single group or individual to address on 
their own. One local challenge faced by communities is how to support the development of 
digital literacies—not only to set up individual citizens for success in an increasingly 
technology-reliant life but also to meet social and economic development goals related to digital 
inclusion and workforce preparation. 
Most days require some interaction with technology, and the skills to effectively work 
with, in, and through technology-infused environments are seen as essential for “active 
participation in lifelong learning through the processes of both consuming and creating 
messages” (Hobbs, 2010, p. 18). Urban innovation zones, entrepreneurial and technology 
incubators, fabrication labs, and makerspaces are just a few of the national trends that highlight 
the eminence society places on technology and innovation and the requisite knowledge and skills 
required to engage productively in such spaces. Digital literacy—the literacy most associated 
with computers, technology, and the Internet—has garnered interest most notably within the 
educational sector as schools align curriculum with changing workforce needs. However, the rise 
of the information economy and changing work roles have expanded digital literacy development 
as a priority beyond the educational realm and into a requirement for societal participation and 




At a community level, concerns about digital inclusion and workforce preparation have 
resulted in an emphasis on digital literacy to support community social and economic 
development goals. Many communities are searching for ways to develop pipelines for local 
talent, recruit new professionals and families, and foster ecosystems for innovation and 
entrepreneurship within their regions. The strategies employed by communities reflect social 
innovations. Contrary to traditional notions of innovation which focus on competitive advantage 
or product development, social innovations are grassroots efforts that focus on community 
members’ efforts to create solutions to local challenges (Gurstein, 2013). In the current study, 
digital-literacy-related programming initiatives are considered as a social innovation toward 
addressing community challenges around regional viability and economic stability.   
Addressing wicked problems, like digital literacy development, requires engagement of a 
variety of stakeholders across a variety of sectors. However, much of the existing research on 
collaboration focuses on single entities or formal partnerships (Eglash, 2004; Mehra et al., 2006; 
Pearce & Conger, 2003; Zaccaro et al., 2012), advocates for a broader view of collaboration 
(White & Wehlage, 1995), or identifies trends to incentivize success of specific initiatives 
(Kling, 2007; Sandvig, 2009). In order to support the success of cross-sector, multiple 
stakeholder initiatives, we need a better governance framework for successful collaboration that 
accounts for both formal and informal social influence processes among group members while 
helping identify mechanisms that can both support and hinder cross-sector work. 
The challenges facing communities are no longer simply technical in nature, resolved 
through correct application of expertise. Instead, concerns are increasingly “transnational in 
nature and trans-institutional in solution,” requiring collaborative action from organizations from 




resources in response to challenges such as poverty, food safety and security, education, well-
being, and health, etc. is an important and often urgent question. This question of coordinating 
resources is one that increasingly involves multiple organizations and the engagement of a 
variety of skilled individuals. However, there are two issues with the current literature examining 
community responses to existing challenges: first, how leadership is portrayed and second, 
presenting an accurate reflection of the complexity of collaboration.  
1.1.1 Leadership for Complexity  
It is beyond the ability of any one organization or single individual to influence complex 
issues in meaningful, lasting ways. And yet, when we hear the word “leadership,” what most 
often comes to mind is a formal title or the image of a single, heroic individual. This traditional 
view of leadership as a personal competency or formal position is what most often appears in the 
literature when leadership is mentioned1. Yet as problems have become increasingly complex 
and interrelated, the need for integrative models of organization beyond the ideas of single 
individuals, simple hierarchies, or traditional bureaucracy have grown (Avolio, 2007). The type 
of work conducted within today’s knowledge economy is changing. No longer can individuals be 
considered interchangeable parts, as was the assumption when traditional, top-down, command-
and-control leadership styles first appeared in the management literature (Taylor, 1919). The 
predominance of team-based work within flatter, more democratic organizations relies upon the 
voluntary contributions and engagement of knowledge workers who bring a variety of skills and 
expertise to their work environment. Leadership approaches which therefore acknowledge and 
encourage the contributions of all members of the team in order to navigate complex, dynamic 
environments are essential. Such approaches reflect calls for more “integrated leadership theories 
 




that focus on the multilevel, multicomponent, and interdisciplinary relationships among the 
function of a leader, the lead and the complexity of the context” (Avolio, 2007, p. 31).   
The insufficiency of traditional top-down leadership structures in addressing complexity 
has precipitated the emergence of different organizational configurations (Zaccaro et al., 2012) 
emphasizing shared, or collective, leadership. These models expand the conception of leadership 
beyond the single, formal leader to refocus on the dynamic and emergent processes that include 
both formal and informal relationships among members (Yammarino et al., 2012; Ospina & 
Foldy, 2015). As such, they allow for increased flexibility and responsiveness, recognizing the 
importance of group capacity-building towards collective goals and allowing for shifting 
leadership roles based upon changing needs. For these reasons, collective leadership models have 
been found to be particularly suited to deal with complexity (Wang et al., 2014; Fausing et al., 
2015; Ospina & Foldy, 2015; Pearce & Wassenaar, 2015).  
Given its viability in complex environments, collective leadership may be an appropriate 
organizing framework for community settings. Community organizing frequently reflects work 
arrangements that rely upon voluntary engagement, peer-to-peer influence, and informal social 
relationships. Moreover, the work being done in these spaces is essential, representing efforts to 
address social problems at the local level. Successful collaboration requires new approaches to 
leadership that do not rely upon traditional, bureaucratically-based models that do not reflect the 
nuances of organizational realities in community settings. However, just as our understanding of 





1.1.2 Collaboration for Complexity  
Collaborations are inherently complex; collaborations around complex problems are even 
more so. Issues that require the involvement and coordination of multiple stakeholders 
necessitate a new emphasis on how to support successful multisector collaboration (Glenn et al., 
2014). Unfortunately, much of the existing research on collaboration focuses on single entities or 
formal partnerships (Mehra et al., 2006; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Zaccaro et al., 2012; Bell, 
2016) or simply advocates for a broader view of collaboration (White & Wehlage, 1995). When 
collaboration is discussed, it typically focuses on a specific program or the network of a key 
organization—for example, in exploring the appropriation and diffusion of technology (Eglash, 
2004) or identifying trends to incentivize success of specific initiatives (Kling, 2007; Sandvig, 
2009). Furthermore, when mentioned, leadership within these contexts is more traditionally 
ascribed to individuals holding a formal title or position of power.  
The need for multisector and cross-sector collaboration reflects the limitations of single 
individuals and entities to affect change around complex challenges and within complex settings. 
However, if change and empowerment are sought, there is a need for research that more 
accurately reflects the complexities of collaboration while also providing a broader view of 
community. The current project takes a step in this direction by intentionally choosing a complex 
context in which to explore collective leadership processes. The novel community setting 
includes several individuals, groups, organizations, and entities that are loosely connected, 
working to address digital literacy needs within their region. Information on how the project was 




1.2 Study Overview  
In this dissertation, I examined the organizing processes around a community’s responses 
to support digital literacy initiatives within Peoria, IL. More specifically, I explored the 
structures, systems, and processes that supported or hindered such work by focusing on the 
leadership roles and associated information behaviors of individuals enacting those roles. Within 
the Peoria community, I focused on exploring the patterns of relationships among individuals, 
groups, entities, and organizations addressing digital literacy needs for their community. My 
sequential, mixed method research design was intentionally constructed to gain insights from the 
complexity of cross-sector collaborative work, and the findings are of relevance to researchers, 
practitioners, and community organizers.  
1.3 Research Questions and Approach  
The present study addressed the following research questions. The first question 
represents my overall interest in understanding the dimensions of how such groups form and are 
structured.  
1) How does an interorganizational, community-based group organize around 
digital-literacy-programming-related initiatives? 
My second and third questions focus on understanding the structure of underlying 
relationships among individuals, as well as the leadership roles present within group.  
2) What form does collective leadership take in this context?  





Finally, my fourth and fifth questions seek to uncover contextual and informational 
dimensions that may help or hinder future groups organizing around community-wide issues of 
import.  
4) What informational aspects, processes, and mechanisms support and hinder 
community group organizing around digital literacy in this context? 
5) What are the informational needs of individuals engaged in collective leadership 
roles around digital literacy? 
To address these questions, I examined the organizing processes and leadership roles of 
an interorganizational group focused on digital literacy initiatives within Peoria, IL. Peoria is in 
Peoria County, Illinois and is the third largest city in the state outside of Chicago with a 
population just around 180,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). Peoria is heavy in the manufacturing, 
technology, and healthcare industries, with major employers including Caterpillar (headquarters 
until 2018), Advanced Technology Services (ATS, headquarters), and OSF Healthcare. As a site 
location, Peoria was chosen due to its early state of organizing around digital literacy initiatives, 
the variety of existing partnerships present within the community, and the existence of 
identifiable groups and cross-sector alliances working on digital literacy programming.  
1.4 Definition of Terms 
The below definitions are provided in order to help frame the scope of the study and 
explicate the concepts under exploration. Further clarification can be found in the literature 
review.  
Capacity-building follows Chaskin’s (2001) definition:  
Community capacity is the interaction of human capital, organizational resources, and 
social capital existing within a given community that can be leveraged to solve collective 
problems and improve or maintain the well-being of a given community. It may operate 





Chaskin’s definition was created based upon a review of the literature and includes consideration 
of multi-level agency (i.e., at the individual, organizational, and network levels) as well as 
functional supports and community characteristics. In this way, it is more holistic than other, 
more limited definitions that focus solely on individual skills and abilities or community assets.  
The scope of Chaskin’s definition parallels nicely with the broader framing of the current study 
vis-à-vis the research questions.    
Collective leadership (CL) is defined as an “emergent and dynamic team phenomenon 
whereby leadership roles and influence are distributed among team members” (D’Innocenzo et 
al., 2016, p. 5). To break this down further, collective leadership frameworks build on theories 
which define leadership in terms of behaviors. These behaviors can furthermore be categorized 
into recurring patterns that occur within group contexts (i.e., roles (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Zigurs & 
Kozar, 1994)). Collective leadership emphasizes social interactions where different individuals 
take on the leadership role at different times, recognizing that leadership includes both formal 
and informal roles. In this sense, leadership emerges as the result of dynamic interactions of 
social influence among individuals of a group rather than via individual characteristics or formal 
positions. Within the scope of this study, collective leadership is operationalized vis-a-vis four 
main roles synthesized from the literature (Carson et al., 2007): 1) Navigator – providing 
direction, vision; 2) Engineer – providing organization, task delegation; 3) Social Integrator – 
providing interpersonal mediation; and 4) Liaison – bridge-builder, advocate.  
Community is defined several ways within the current study. First, it is defined 
geographically to define the boundary for the case study research design to the Peoria, IL 
metropolitan region. Given the research questions, this definition is the most common way 




within the chosen site. Secondly, it is defined topically, which also serves to define the boundary 
to those individuals and groups engaged in digital-literacy-related initiatives within the chosen 
geographic region. However, while geographic boundaries are imposed by this researcher, there 
is also a recognition that study participants may conceptually define community differently. This 
understanding of community also reflects individuals’ understandings and perspectives of who is 
involved in similar work, á la a communities-of-practice (CoP) definition (Lave & Wenger, 
1991), which emphasizes practitioner groups engaged in collective learning around a shared 
interest area. Finally, community also refers to smaller subsets of individuals defined as salient 
by participants around either the geographic or topical definition. For example, an educator may 
use community to talk about his school district (which may span multiple geographic 
communities) or a makerspace member may use community to talk about her makerspace (which 
may include both the geographic community as well as the national makerspace movement).  
Complexity is one of two terms used throughout this project to reflect scales of 
challenges facing communities and societies today; wicked problems is the other (defined on p. 
12 below). Complexity is used generically to represent difficulty, entanglement, and intricacy in 
describing challenges. However, it also refers to streams of thinking within the leadership 
literature that look to complexity theory to inform leadership in organizations by including focus 
on dynamic systems and interconnectivity (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001).   
Digital literacy (DL) is considered broadly, following Gilster (1997), as the ability to 
“understand and use information from a variety of digital sources” (Bawden, 2008, p. 18). From 
this broad description, the notion of digital literacy bears similarities to the general concept of 
literacy which focuses on being able to read, write, and process information. In Gilster’s 




emphasizes personal capabilities, attitudes, and critical thinking without providing a match 
between specific skills and specific technologies. In this study, digital literacy is considered 
expansively—more specifically, as digital literacies—which capture a range of literacies and 
include not only individual capacities, but also cognitive, socioemotional, and critical thinking 
dimensions, as well as an acknowledgement of everyday practices of learners (Bawden, 2001; 
Lankshear & Knobel, 2008). Furthermore, there is an acknowledgement that the work of 
developing digital literacies occurs within a variety of formal and informal venues and involves a 
range of individuals—professionals and educators who aim to develop digital literacies as well 
as individuals who are the targets of such efforts. Digital literacies, as framed in this study, may 
include connections to other related areas such as making and STEAM (science, technology, 
engineering, arts, and math) (Wolske, 2016).   
Information behavior (IB) is used generally, following Wilson’s (2000) definition as “the 
totality of human behavior in relation to sources and channels of information, including both 
active and passive information seeking, and information use” (p. 49). Including both individual 
and group levels of inquiry, a focus of information behavior within the information sciences 
discipline is that of information transfer (Bates, 2009, p. 2382). Within the scope of this 
exploratory study, information behavior will be considered generally in order to investigate 
information sources and needs for individuals working within the larger group, as well as the 
overall network of collaborators engaging with digital literacy initiatives. At the group level, 
communities-of-practice (Wenger, 1998; 2006) provide considerations of information behavior 
for social learning around a joint enterprise, in this case, digital literacy. At the network level, the 




weak ties, and social position—are known to have important ramifications on information 
transfer (Haythornthwaite, 2010).   
Innovation, as used throughout this study, follows Gurstein’s (2013) view of innovation 
as a social learning and community process (i.e., social innovation). This definition is contrasted 
against the more commonly understood but narrowly employed conception of innovation as 
“exclusively concerned with the development of new knowledge, products or processes on a 
global scale” (Gurstein, 2013, p. 1) primarily occurring within corporate enterprises or research 
and development centers. Novelty to the situation is indicative of innovation and is understood to 
occur not just through the involvement of highly qualified personnel or elites but also from 
below, through local adaptation of knowledge or information to a specific context. This 
distinction is relevant in the current study given the community setting and the local innovation 
around digital literacy initiatives.  
Interorganizational group (IOG) is used broadly to delineate the fact that the case under 
exploration is comprised of multiple individuals and organizations in collaboration around a 
common cause: that of digital literacy provision within their community. While this term may be 
used explicitly in other literatures to reflect strategic alliances or cross-sector partnerships, in this 
context, it is used generally to simply signal the collaboration of multiple individuals, groups, 
and organizations. While the focus of the study is more explicitly exploring a case of 
interorganizational collaboration, interorganizational group refers to the collection of actors 
engaged in this work. Exactly who forms the group, the nature and extent of affiliations, and the 
process through which the group negotiates will be further explored through the study.  
Organizing is used very generally, per the Merriam Webster definition “to make 




explore the processes, mechanisms, and ways in which a community is attempting to add 
structure to digital literacy efforts. Therefore, the term organizing is not used in the management 
sense to signify formal organization (i.e., authority structures, delegation of tasks, etc.) (Handy, 
2005), nor in the community organizing sense to signify the mobilization of volunteers for 
advocacy purposes (Beckwith & Lopez, n.d.), per se. While aspects of these more formal 
definitions may be explored through the analytical findings, the more general term of organizing 
as coordination frames this study.   
Social network (SN) refers to the structure and patterns of social relationships among and 
between entities (e.g., individuals, organizations) within a specific environment (Wasserman & 
Faust, 1994). Social network analysis (SNA) provides a way to study social networks 
computationally via application of graph theory (Otte & Rousseau, 2002) and visualization 
techniques. Social network analysis, as a methodology, will be employed in the current study to 
investigate and visualize the structure of relationships within the case site.  
Wicked problems are often described as complex, intractable, open-ended, and 
unpredictable problems and were first explored by Rittel & Webber (1973) in examining 
challenges of social planning. Since then, the term has a history of occurrence across a variety of 
fields including leadership (Heifetz, 1994) and community informatics (Gurstein, 1999). Wicked 
problems can be considered within a typology of other types of problems (Alford & Head, 2017) 
and categorized according to the clarity of the problem and solution and to the difficulty of 
involved stakeholders. To clarify, this implies there are no one size fits all solutions for wicked 
problems and that addressing one aspect of the problem may result in the creation of other issues.  
Wicked problems can often be found in governmental, social, or policy planning fields and 




migration and immigration, climate change, and many others. Within the current context, digital 
literacies skills development is conceived of as a wicked problem, while the organizing processes 
occurring to support such work are considered a social innovation.  
1.5 Study Contributions  
This dissertation explores the information ecosystem emerging around digital literacy 
initiatives within a specific community setting, in order to better understand the social and 
informational structures at play. It focuses specifically on leadership roles enacted by individuals 
or organizations and their associated information behaviors in order to better understand how 
such informal collaborations emerge, are implemented, and, most importantly, can be sustained.   
The results of this project aim to contribute in three main ways. First, they provide a 
direct intersection between the fields of leadership and library and information science (LIS), 
which allows for a more nuanced view of social influence processes within sociotechnical 
contexts. LIS already combines attention to a variety of information provision issues within 
global, economic, political, individual, organizational, societal, cultural, and technological 
dimensions. Social informatics (SI) provides insight into and examines the relationship between 
information communication technologies (ICTs) and the social contexts, organizational 
processes, and sociotechnical networks in which ICTs exist (Kling, 2000; Sawyer & 
Eschenfelder, 2002). More explicitly embedded within a social context lies community 
informatics (CI), which examines the ways communities and civil society can be enhanced to 
take advantage of opportunities provided by ICTs (Gurstein, 2000). However, within these 
streams, leadership is predominantly defined functionally: as a formal position vis-a-vis 
administration (Johnston, 2013; Dewey, 2012; Moropa, 2010; Raubenheimer & Muller, 2006), as 




2009; Van Niekerk & Waghid, 2004), or as a professional necessity (Stueart & Moran, 2007; 
Evans & Alire, 2013; McKeown & Bates, 2013). These limited definitions do not reflect the 
current state of the field of leadership studies. With its emphasis on supporting group processes 
along functional and relational dimensions, emerging leadership frameworks can offer more 
nuanced analysis of the social processes inherent within LIS research. This study provides one 
example at the intersection of these two fields in hope that further research will follow.  
Second, these results contribute to studies of interorganizational collaboration for both 
information scientists and practitioners. By better understanding the contextual and information-
based conditions for organizing, as well as the structure and roles for collective leadership, 
applications and interventions can be developed to help similar collectives identify and source 
necessary resources for group success. For information professionals, who often serve key 
functions within community-initiatives, my work will also hope to identify additional, necessary 
roles that warrant attention, as well as ways to support community-based collective processes. 
Third, this study provides an empirical investigation into collective leadership, an 
emerging area of interest that has, so far, been dominated by theoretical and conceptual inquiry. 
My work will add much-needed empirical exploration on collective leadership and provide an 
empirical test of a recent conceptual model proposing to capture such processes. Given frequent 
calls for flatter, more team-based group structures to help manage the complexity of modern 
challenges, it is important to understand how such work gets accomplished, particularly within 





CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND LITERATURE 
It will first be helpful to provide an overview of the primary literature streams that I draw 
upon in order to provide a grounding for the arguments presented in this dissertation. While I 
situate my work more within information studies, the conceptual framework and background 
material is drawn from organizational behavior, organizational science, and management 
fields. Within these realms, collective leadership is emerging as a viable organizational strategy 
for complex environments, dynamic contexts which can be unpredictable and often involve 
competing priorities of multiple individuals. The industrial model of a single individual at the top 
of a command-and-control hierarchy is becoming outdated due to increasing information access 
and trends towards more team-based management structures. However, most of the research to 
date on collective leadership continues to focus on a single organization or formalized strategic 
alliances. The application of CL to community settings is ripe for exploration, given the rise of 
both formal and informal collaborative partnerships required to address the increasingly complex 
problems facing many communities.  
The challenge faced in the current study centers on community efforts to support the 
development of digitally literate citizens. Collective leadership is explored as a framework for 
supporting community organization around this challenge, with specific attention being paid to 
the information behaviors of individuals serving in collective leadership roles for group learning, 
innovation, and sustainability. This chapter will provide both a review and integration of work 
around the three primary areas of focus in this dissertation: collective leadership, information 




2.1 Collective Leadership  
2.1.1 Leadership: A Brief Review  
Before delving into an examination of collective leadership as an emerging area of 
investigation, it is helpful to briefly review how such approaches provide a departure from 
traditional leadership theory and research. Leadership has emerged alongside organizations, 
whether political, social, or industrial in nature. The concept of leadership as synonymous with 
“leader” is tied to the idea of someone in charge of others, the heroic individual at the top of the 
hierarchy. Leadership as a term can be traced to Egyptian hieroglyphics and Greek philosophers 
(Bass, 1990). However, the modern conception of leadership gained footing in the 19th century, 
alongside industrialization, and was dominated by organizational behaviorists and psychologists 
who studied employee productivity and satisfaction (Rost, 1993).  
As a field, leadership scholarship pulls from a variety of disciplines and perspectives such 
as political science, sociology, psychology, management, industrial-organizational psychology, 
and education, among others. As such, leadership is often defined differently based upon the 
personal interests of the researcher, the variables under exploration, or the context studied. 
Adding to the confusion is the existence of terms often used in conjunction with or in 
replacement of leadership. These terms—such as management, power, influence, control, 
authority, administration, and supervision—are also imprecise and vague, further confounding 
the possibility of a common, general definition of leadership (Yukl, 2013). Even with these 
challenges, however, scholars have found ways to organize leadership research.   
One strategy is to explore common elements across existing definitions of leadership.  
Northouse (2015) defined leadership as a “process whereby an individual influence a group of 




influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the 
process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives” (p. 
7). Bass (1990) defined leadership as an “interaction between two or more members of a group 
that often involves a structuring or restructuring of the situation and the perceptions and 
expectations of members… [It] occurs when one group member modifies the motivation or 
competencies of others in the group” (p. 19). Burns’ concept of leadership is “a collection of 
persons with shared purposes and values; with face-to-face or otherwise physically close 
relations to one another; with extensive social contacts among themselves as a result of shared 
interests and influence on one another; and with some stabilization of roles” (Burns, 1978, p. 
290).   
A review of these and other definitions has helped identify four main commonalities in 
how leadership is viewed within the literature. Namely, leadership is primarily defined as a) a 
process (though this may be contested by some authors), b) involving influence, c) occurring in 
groups, and d) focused on common goals. In addition to these shared themes, discussions of 
leadership are often connected to power and influence. When considered as a form of influence, 
leadership is seen as an interaction between individuals where there is some sort of formalized 
authority structure or power differential, traditionally that of superior to subordinate. The process 
component of leadership considers typical antecedents (i.e., personality, skills, behaviors, etc.) 
which determine leadership and thus may lead to different outcomes (e.g., leadership 
effectiveness measured by group performance, satisfaction, etc.) within specific contexts (Yukl, 
2013).  
In addition to definitional commonalities, leadership can also be understood by looking at 




according to those which stress characteristics of leaders (e.g., trait, behaviors, skills 
approaches), characteristics of followers (e.g., skills, attribution theory, identification 
approaches), or characteristics of the situation (e.g., position of leader, type of organization, 
cultural values, etc.).  
Since many scholars often explore multiple variables, there have been efforts to instead 
organize leadership scholarship into general approaches based upon the primary variable of 
interest. Yukl (2013) identified five main approaches to leadership, which, while not 
chronological, do reflect some evolution of exploration within the leadership field. The trait 
approach, for example, focuses almost exclusively on characteristics of the leader and was a 
major area of focus in the early 19th century, though it has recently returned with the emphasis 
on charismatic and ethical leadership research (Yukl, 2013). The behavior approach, which also 
focuses on leadership characteristics, is often employed in management fields as it considers the 
task-oriented and relationship-oriented styles of leaders within organizational settings. The 
power-influence approach explores how leader power is actualized within group situations and 
emphasizes different leadership approaches, such as participative or autocratic. The situational 
approach, sometimes referred to as contingency theories of leadership, explores the dynamic 
interaction between leadership behavior and leadership context (Chemers & Ayman, 1993). 
Finally, an integrated approach to leadership often involves multiple leadership variables (i.e., 
traits, behavior, influence processes, situational variables, outcomes) in exploring the leadership 
process. Leadership theories can also be organized according to level of analysis (whether 
individual, dyadic, group, or organizational), center of focus (whether leader or follower), 




apply universal aspects to all types of situations or all types of leaders (i.e., universal or 
contingency).   
2.1.2 Post-Industrial Paradigm of Leadership 
While the above-mentioned strategies may help clarify leadership approaches and 
theories from a scholarship standpoint, confusion still exists around this complex and multi-
faceted phenomenon. Therefore, a simpler approach may be to make the distinction between how 
modern leadership scholars have diverged from the concept’s industrial roots. Historically, 
leadership research has “focused on individual leaders and, by extension, on vertical approaches 
to organizing work tasks” (Fletcher & Kaufer, 2003, p. 22). In this command-and-control 
paradigm, leadership was primarily about information control, strategic decision-making, and 
organizational influence (Northouse, 2015). The assumption held that non-leaders (i.e., the 
common workers) were cogs in a hierarchy that passed information upwards. The individual at 
the top, the leader, was assumed to be the best equipped to deal effectively with information and 
was responsible for making and implementing decisions based upon that information, for the 
benefit of the organization. Hierarchy was key to organizational coordination and control of 
information in order to reduce uncertainty (Galbraith, 1974; 1977).  
These formal leaders, therefore, were considered the most important and, subsequently, 
were of the most interest to study. The conflation of leadership with leader, with leadership as a 
titled position, and with leadership as management and bureaucracy often are based in these 
industrial paradigms. Management is generally thought to be concerned with producing order 
and consistency, while leadership is concerned with producing change and movement (Kotter, 
1990). Another perspective is that “management development involves the application of proven 




groups need to learn their way of problems that could not have been predicted” (Uhl-Bien et al., 
2007, p. 300). Industrial models of leadership equate the two, so that leadership is seen as 
rational, pragmatic, goal-focused, and primarily concerned with efficiency and effectiveness.   
Modern leadership scholars break with this conception of leadership. Notwithstanding the 
elitist and myopic view of social influence, this traditional view of leadership is limited, given 
current trends regarding the nature of work, problems faced, and flows of information and 
access. As mentioned earlier and in previous chapters, the nature of work is changing. The 
demise of manufacturing and increased outsourcing, the growth of the contingent work and the 
gig economy, the spread of project-based organization, and upcoming technological advances 
like artificial intelligence and intelligent devices mean important changes for organizational and 
management strategies. Unfortunately, many current approaches to management continue to be 
influenced by early work in industrial and organizational psychology (Barley et al., 2017) and 
the “organization as machine” metaphor (Morgan, 1986). The assumption that work happens 
primarily within formal organizations and within bureaucratic hierarchies no longer reflects the 
variety of contexts and organizational environments in which work happens.  
Within the public and nonprofit management sectors, expectations of how work happens 
are changing as well. Of particular relevance to the current study given its focus on community-
led initiatives, research in public administration and nonprofit management has also alluded to 
the shifts in how social sectors respond to challenging problems. Successful public leaders are 
increasingly required to manage both traditional hierarchical agencies and emergent, horizontal, 
and, frequently, peer-to-peer relationships (Crosby & Bryson, 2005; Ospina & Foldy, 2015). In 
these shared-power settings, new forms of collective leadership are required to complement 




social actors are distributing responsibility for collective problems via models of collaborative 
governance (Emerson et al., 2012).   
Secondly, the nature of problems is changing. Given the trends mentioned above, the 
expectation of bureaucratic control of information, routinization of tasks, and focus on efficiency 
may not be the best strategy for approaching increasingly complex, interdependent, ambiguous, 
and volatile challenges. Organizations and management strategies need to reflect this complexity 
and encourage the responsiveness, learning, and knowledge needed to support innovation 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka, 2007).  
Third, information flows are changing. No longer is the formal leader at the head of a 
hierarchy the controller of information transfer and exchange within an organization. The 
existence of ICTs, increased computing power, and communication via both formal and informal 
channels have shifted the dynamics and use of information. Technical advancements such as 
enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems and commercial software solutions have made 
information more accessible and integrated to individuals at all levels of an organization. The 
increased informative content, or “informating” power (Zuboff, 1988) of IT enabled by 
information technologies means individuals have access to more information, more quickly than 
before. Individuals are enabled to address more complex problems, respond more quickly to 
challenges, or apply their skills to larger activities within the organization (Zammuto et al., 
2007). Additionally, increased connectivity and communication mean individuals can also more 
easily share their expertise with others both within and beyond organizational boundaries.  
An outcome of these changes means that the industrial paradigm of leadership—that of 
the single individual at the top of the hierarchy, or the leader—is no longer appropriate for 




postheroic, paradigm of leadership (Fletcher, 2004; Rost, 1993). Definitionally, a postindustrial 
paradigm sees leadership as “an influence relationship among leaders and collaborators who 
intend real changes that reflect their mutual purpose” (Rost, 1993, p. 11) based upon social 
influence interactions within social networks (Fletcher, 2004). Simply put, the focus is on the 
leadership process, not the individual; leadership is more than what the leader does (Rost, 1997).  
In this paradigm, the focus is on relationships—relationships comprised of bidirectional 
influence formed between leaders and collaborators (a word Rost used in exchange for the more 
passive “followers”) who, together, intend real change based upon mutual purposes.  
The postindustrial paradigm undergirds the framework for collective leadership that I 
explore in this project. Subsequent sections will provide background on the model and 
approaches for studying collective leadership. However, I depart briefly to explore how the 
phenomena of leadership has historically been approached within my discipline of library and 
information science (LIS).  
2.1.3 Leadership within Library and Information Sciences  
LIS sits at the intersection of people, information, and technology and is interdisciplinary 
in its approach. Distinguishing approaches for leadership best suited for dynamic, changing 
environments is relevant considering how fields within LIS, such as social informatics, are 
concerned with socio-technical processes in contexts of informational and technological change.  
Unfortunately, much of the existing scholarship within library and information science 
(LIS) continues to focus on what could be considered in a post-industrial framework as the 
“peripheries of leadership” or the content of leadership—that is, the traits, personality 




or field-specific knowledge leaders need to know which determine effectiveness (Rost, 1991), or, 
said another way, who leaders are and what they do.  
Searches in LIS databases—such as Library and Information Science Source, or Library 
and Information Science Abstracts, via EBSCO—will return thousands of articles with 
leadership in the title. Upon review, many of these articles tend to fall into a few general 
categories of how leadership is operationalized: those which equate leadership with a position 
(Dewey, 2012; Johnston, 2013; Moropa, 2010; Raubenheimer & Muller, 2006), those in which 
leadership is a competency (Crawley-Low, 2013; Düren, 2013;  Hicks & Given, 2013; Mierke, 
2014; Parker, 2009; Van Niekerk & Waghid, 2004), and those in which leadership is provided as 
competencies within specific roles (Stueart & Moran, 2007; Evans & Alire, 2013; McKeown & 
Bates, 2013). For example, Johnston (2013) explored what enables the role of technology 
integration leaders to be successful and found support for the importance of professional 
organizations and mentoring. Düren (2013) conducted qualitative and quantitative studies within 
libraries comparing transactional and transformational leadership styles. Findings underscored 
the importance of leadership competencies, particularly communication skills, during times of 
change.   
In other words, leadership is defined positionally—as synonymous with formal authority 
(i.e., administration)—or vis-a-vis personal competencies for formal roles (i.e., via lists of skills 
for information professionals). A tangible example is the inclusion of transformational leadership 
under “Administration and Management” within the American Library Association’s Core 
Competencies of Librarianship (http://www.ala.org) for all accredited LIS programs. In this way, 
leadership is operationalized as something that people with titles such as Director or Dean do or 




There are several articles which operationalize leadership in other ways, most typically 
citing a specific leadership framework as a potential model for achieving organizational goals or 
addressing relevant challenges. Within these limited articles, frameworks of shared or 
participative leadership (Cawthorn, 2010; Franklin, 1999) are present, as is transformational 
leadership (Castiglione, 2006; Hicks & Given, 2013). For example, Franklin (1999) proposed the 
adoption of a shared leadership model for college and research libraries to empower employees 
and staff within increasingly complex research environments. Cawthorne (2010) focused on 
middle managers within academic libraries to explore perceptions of shared leadership and 
participatory decision-making amidst organizational change. Both approaches align with a post-
industrial model of leadership (Rost, 1991), which foregrounds the empowerment and active 
engagement of group members (Yukl, 2013). However, most of the articles which reference 
leadership, while written within the last decade, are primarily situated within a library or 
librarianship context and reinforce the idea of leadership as competencies of concern for 
positions of authority.  
Outside direct references, there are several valuable theoretical connections between 
leadership and LIS. Specifically, and with direct relevance to the current research, are those 
linkages to concepts within social informatics (SI) and community informatics (CI). Articulated 
by Rob Kling and supported by other scholars, SI is intimately concerned with the design and 
implementation of information communications technologies (ICTs) within institutional and 
cultural contexts (Kling, 2000; Kling, 2007; Sawyer & Eschenfelder, 2002). CI also explores 
ICTs but is focused more specifically on how their application empowers and enables 




Both SI and CI are concerned with technology use and social change. Kling (2007) 
introduced the productivity paradox as an early point of tension within organizations where the 
rise in accessible computing assumed an equal rise in organizational efficiency and productivity, 
a productivity that has yet to be realized in the ways it is imagined by technological 
determinists. The essence of SI is inherent within the concept of the productivity paradox; 
information technologies happen within complex social systems which are prone to several 
factors and effects. In his work, Kling mentioned several factors that impact the outcomes of 
technological implementation such as incentive structures, relative power of workers, and level 
of decentralization of the organization, among others (Kling, 2007).  
I argue that the organizational challenges mentioned by Kling and others can also be 
reframed as leadership challenges. Studying leadership focuses efforts on the process by which 
individuals come together, work together, see things in new ways, and modify traditional 
practices to achieve mutual goals. Studying leaders, on the other hand, focuses on individual 
skills, traits, or behaviors. While power and influence are intimately connected to both leaders 
and leadership, operationalizing leadership as a position (Dewey, 2012; Johnston, 2013; Moropa, 
2010; Raubenheimer & Muller, 2006) simplifies the dynamic social influence processes inherent 
in leadership into leader-driven hierarchies and uncomplicates existing social dynamics.  
Leadership literature is also connected to philosophical ideas within SI around reflexivity, 
local understanding, and effects of daily practice. The work of Nardi and O’Day (1999) proposed 
the concept of information ecologies as a metaphor for considering “technology with heart,” not 
condemning or blindly accepting technology but instead carefully considering the avenues for 
human agency and influence within technological systems. Nardi and colleagues referenced the 




species whose “presence is crucial to the survival of the ecology itself” (Nardi et al, 1999, p. 
53). These keystone species were exemplified by the authors as translators, facilitators, and 
teachers who could support others in the effective use of technology as the “local inhabitants 
construct the identities of their technologies through the rhythms and patterns of their use” (p. 
55). Running through the information ecology model are concepts of influence, empowerment, 
group and individual agency, and collective participation in the ecology’s on-going construction. 
Such concepts mirror calls for more integrated leadership theories that focus on the “multilevel, 
multicomponent, and interdisciplinary relationships among the function of a leader, the lead and 
the complexity of the context” (Avolio as cited in O’Connell, 2014, p. 184). These theories aim 
to reconceptualize the requisite role, skills, ability, and knowledge of leadership in “new era,” or 
post-industrial, organizations (Hickman, 2010) and contain a recognition that leadership is no 
longer contained at the managerial level. Indeed, the ability to respond and adapt to dynamic 
external environments and advanced information technologies cannot be the responsibility of a 
single leader or leadership team.   
Instead, new era organizations require holistic frameworks that include assessment of 
external environments, are focused on societal contributions, and facilitate shared responsibility 
for leadership among all members of organizations (Hickman, 2010). Potential approaches of 
most relevance include complexity/strategic leadership theories, shared/distributed/relational 
leadership theories, and authentic leadership theories (O’Connell, 2014). The call for these types 
of integrative models shares many commonalities with the information ecology proposed by 
Nardi et al. (1999), Brown and Duguid’s (2001) logic of humanity, self-managed teams within 




Wajcman, 1999; Sawyer & Eschenfelder, 2002), all of which call for a widened study of the 
social and technical processes within a context.  
Given the gamut of contexts and levels of analysis explored in LIS, the incorporation of 
postindustrial leadership paradigms provides a more nuanced lens for the exploration of the 
social in sociotechnical processes than the traditional, industrial models more commonly found 
within LIS literature. The focus of this study is on one approach of relevance to new era 
organizations—collective leadership. The following sections identify and define this approach 
and provide a review of relevant scholarship.   
2.1.4 Emerging Interest in Collective Leadership 
A broad body of literature supports the claim that leadership matters (Hogan et al., 1994).  
More recent work has amended that the better question is when leadership matters, given the 
strong institutional and structural forces which may impact leadership effectiveness. Even the 
best, most adroit leader may fail if team or organizational conditions are too constraining. In 
situations where leaders have the flexibility and power to act, team performance can be 
connected to a combination of the level of effort among group members, the fit of appropriate 
performance strategies, and the knowledge and skill of team members (Hackman & Wageman, 
2004). As organizations and communities wrestle with increased complexity, collective 
leadership strategies are gaining prominence because they extend the role of leadership beyond a 
single individual’s attributes or behaviors and include “processes and conditions that help 
members of a group or organization—a collective—work together to achieve their common 
vision” (Ospina & Foldy, 2015, p. 490). Through collective leadership, opportunity is provided 
to multiple individuals to apply their knowledge and skill when and where needed; such 




Exploration of the benefits of collective leadership has been approached from several 
perspectives. Work on innovation points to the importance of having multiple “champions” who 
serve to promote different developmental processes for a variety of outcomes such as idea 
generation (Howell & Boies; 2004; Hauschildt & Kirchmann, 2001; Howell & Higgens, 1990; 
Coakes & Smith, 2007). Self-managed teams, where responsibilities of a traditional manager are 
turned over to team members, have been connected to positive outcomes such as increased 
commitment, increased job satisfaction, and improved efficiency (Yukl, 2013). In a study of self-
managed virtual teams, Carson and colleagues (2007) found that higher performing groups 
displayed more shared leadership behavior than their lower performing counterparts. Top 
management team literature has also related positive organizational outcomes to the division of 
roles (Friedrich et al., 2009). Within the public administration and nonprofit management field, a 
number of studies maintain collective understanding of public leadership supports work in 
communities around social change (Foldy et al., 2008; Ospina & Foldy, 2010), policy 
negotiation and deliberation (Crosby & Bryson, 2005, 2010), and organizational networks 
(Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Morse, 2010; Ansell & Gash, 2012).   
Collective leadership can be broadly defined as an “emergent and dynamic team 
phenomenon whereby leadership roles and influence are distributed among team members” 
(D’Innocenzo et al, 2014, p. 5). Collective leadership emphasizes multi-person interactions 
where different individuals take on the leadership role at different times, as well as consideration 
of leadership as a collective phenomenon which can include both formal and informal roles 
(Contractor & Su, 2012; Contractor et al., 2012; Yammarino et al, 2012). It is important to 
distinguish what is meant by collective leadership in these cases, as it can be conceptualized in 




a group situation where everything is shared, there is no formal leadership, and decisions and 
coordination are made jointly. Collective leadership may also be seen as a complement to 
traditional leadership. In this latter case, there may be a formal leader within the group, but the 
group dynamic is one that encourages full group participation. Conceptualized as an alternative, 
collective leadership becomes a more egalitarian process where all individuals participate in the 
leadership process. In such settings, however, the “what” of leadership is not clarified, which 
leads to fuzzy understanding and omits formalized roles that may be enacted by individuals.  
Conceiving of collective leadership as a complement to formalized leadership may be 
more appropriate in reflecting the reality of influence processes within groups. As a complement, 
collective leadership recognizes that there are formalized roles which often are present but that 
do not fully account for how leadership is enacted. Additionally, a complement viewpoint 
acknowledges that the form of informal leadership structures may be influenced by several 
factors, including organizational structures, climate, culture, and context, to name a few. As a 
result, is it important to consider these additional influence processes in order to fully understand 
how leadership is enacted, both vertically and horizontally. My research setting reflects the view 
of collective leadership as complement to formal leadership, in that I am surveying for both 
formal (vertical) and informal (horizontal) leadership relationships, as well as considering 
several contextual and team dimensions through my mixed method design. For more details, 
refer to Chapter 3.  
Though recently of more interest, concepts of collective leadership are not new. Over 
fifty years ago, Gibb (1954) stated that “leadership is probably best conceived as a group quality, 
as a set of functions which must be carried out by the group. This concept of ‘distributed 




recognizing the importance of forms of collective leadership, it is important to identify what such 
approaches mean. Clarification will not only help advance future work in the field by informing 
future practice and study, but it may also help contribute to our overall understanding of 
leadership, even those theories typically considered from an individual or dyadic perspective. 
Related terms seen in the literature include team leadership, network leadership, shared 
leadership, complexity leadership, distributed leadership, and collective leadership. While the 
related terms may each have slightly different definitions based upon the author, they all share 
several important commonalities, specifically, a) an expansion of leadership beyond single 
individual and leader-follower interactions, b) concern with formal and informal group 
arrangements, c) attention to dynamic and non-linear characteristics, and d) an accounting of 
influence beyond formal power or authority structures (Yammarino et al., 2012). While other 
authors have referred to all these approaches under the general category of “collectivistic 
leadership,” (Yammarino et al., 2012), throughout this paper the simpler term “collective 
leadership” (CL) will be used.  
When considering studies which have specifically focused on collective approaches, 
there has been increasing support for the benefits of such leadership models. In other words, 
shared leadership matters. Studies have shown this leadership strategy to be a strong predictor 
for positive group outcomes (Fausing et al., 2015; Pearce & Wassenaar, 2015). Recent reviews 
of empirical work have also shown that collective leadership strategies are especially more 
influential in complex environments (Pearce & Conger, 2003; Wang et al., 2014). Work on 
change management has found that while both vertical (top-down) and shared leadership are 




Wang et al., 2014). These findings have been corroborated in recent meta-analyses of shared 
leadership (Wang, et al., 2014; D’Innocenzo et al., 2014; Nicolaides et al., 2014).   
If collective leadership has been associated with positive group outcomes, it is worth 
considering how such leadership comes about, or the antecedents. Several studies inform our 
knowledge of the types of conditions and team dimensions which are related to the emergence of 
team leadership. However, as noted by Friedrich et al. (2009), it is important to state that while 
these antecedents have been linked to collective leadership emergence, there has yet to be any 
direct, causal links. Rather, these antecedents reflect pre-conditions, which could lay the 
groundwork for collective leadership. Relevant literature examining the antecedents of collective 
leadership is reviewed in Table 1. The group context is included in order to clarify the 
orientation of the collective leadership construct.  
Table 1 
 
Antecedents of Collective Leadership 
 
Reference  Antecedents  Group context Sample   
Carson et al., 2007 Internal team environment 





Hoch, 2013 Vertical transformational leadership 
Vertical empowering leadership 
Team member integrity  
Work teams Organizational 
employees 
Fausing et al., 
2015 
External empowering leadership 






employees   
Serban & Roberts, 
2016 
Internal team environment 










Empirical work in this area has predominantly focused on existing teams within single 
organizational settings, primarily within the healthcare or educational field. As noted in the table, 
many of the studies include a formal (vertical) leader role, where the individual in that role helps 
structure the work environment to empower team members to participate in a shared leadership 
process (Carson et al., 2007; Hoch, 2013; Fausing et al., 2015). Such studies help clarify how 
group contexts with vertical leaders can empower workers. Internal team environment is another 
important factor. Internal team environment was operationalized as team members having an 
understanding of a shared purpose, the presence of social support, and voice—or, in other words, 
member participation and input (Carson et al., 2007; Serban & Roberts, 2016). Task cohesion 
and interdependence—of both tasks and goals—have also been linked to collective leadership 
emergence. From a collective leadership roles perspective, other scholars have proposed that 
collective leadership emergence is based upon the application of expertise related to problem-
solving (Friedrich et al., 2009). Finally, the team member integrity dimension reflects individual 
members’ perceived trustworthiness and reliability (Hoch, 2013). In general, all these 
dimensions help explain aspects of social interaction and work processes which help give rise to 
collective leadership. It makes sense that situations where individuals feel valued and supported, 
are willing to participate and apply their expertise to group problems, have an understanding of 
the group goals, and rely upon others to complete work tasks could create conditions where 
multiple individuals engage in the leadership process.  
The previous work mentioned above has helped in unifying conceptualizations of 
collective leadership and identifying important future areas of focus. As noted, interest in 
managing the complex work environments of the knowledge economy through the use of team-




been some initial convergence in identifying the general positive benefits of collective leadership 
strategies, above and beyond traditional leadership, and connecting them to team performance 
outcomes.   
Conceiving of collective leadership as a complement to formalized leadership is more 
appropriate in reflecting the reality of influence processes within groups. As a complement, 
collective leadership recognizes that there are formalized roles which often are present but that 
do not fully account for how leadership is enacted. Additionally, a complement viewpoint 
acknowledges that the form of informal leadership structures may be influenced by several 
factors, including organizational structures, climate, culture, and context, to name a few.  
In summary, though leadership has a long history and the origins of collective leadership 
are not new, a combination of several factors has re-ignited interest in and the application of 
collective leadership approaches. While early empirical work has identified strong connections to 
the positive potential of such approaches on group outcomes, conceptual and theoretical work 
still far outweighs empirical analyses. Furthermore, work that has been done has consistently 
situated investigation of collective leadership within relatively bounded teams and single 
organizational structures. To extend understanding of this approach, it is important to investigate 
emerging frameworks across a variety of domains, including community-based settings.   
2.1.5 Investigating Collective Leadership  
The current study requires that leadership is considered a relational process (Uhl-Bien, 
2006; Uhl-Bien & Opsina, 2012), following the work of modern leadership scholars who 
promote a postindustrial paradigm of leadership (Rost, 1991, 1993). Leadership, whether 
considered as traits or behaviors and whether dependent upon situational factors, styles, or roles 




have tended to look at relational behaviors from an individual viewpoint. Described as an entity-
perspective, an individual viewpoint emphasizes personal agency in the use of social relations to 
gain or use influence over others; individuals are makers of process (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Said 
another way, though person A has a relationship with person B, the exploration of that 
relationship is typically based upon attributes of person A, vis-a-vis formal position or title. In 
other words, individuals are pre-identified, and then their relationships are examined. A second, 
newer perspective is the view of leadership as a relational process, created via a dynamic social 
construction among people. This relational perspective situates leadership as a “social influence 
process through which emergent coordination (i.e., evolving social order) and change (e.g., new 
values, attitudes, approaches, behaviors, ideologies) are constructed and produced” (Uhl-Bien, 
2006, p. 655). In other words, leadership is constructed, or made, in interactions among 
individuals, people, and socio-cultural contexts. The focus is first on the relationships, which 
may help understand how individuals emerge within groups.  
As described in sections above, this viewpoint is a departure from traditional paradigms 
of leadership. As reflected in Table 2, the key difference in traditional versus collective views of 
leadership is that of the focus of leadership. In traditional views, the source of leadership is the 
leader, typically employing some form of authority structure in order to influence the follower, 
or followers, towards some action. In contrast, collective views focus on the source of leadership 
as the network—including the formal leader as well, if present—and the object is to create an 












Traditional Views Versus Collective Views of Leadership  
 
 Traditional View Collective View 
Key focus Individual dimensions of 
leadership 
Collective dimensions of leadership 
Source of leadership The leader (formal or informal) The leader, the group, systemic 
networks of relationships and 
processes  
Object of leadership The follower(s) The work to create an environment 
that is full of leadership 
Results of leadership Influence that yields follower 
motivation and engagement 
 









Complexity leadership, relational 
leadership, shared/distributed 
leadership, collective leadership 
 
(Ospina & Foldy, 2012, pg. 496) 
 
 A relational perspective of leadership is taken in this project, which also reflects 
foundations of early literature of collective leadership (Contractor et al., 2012; D'Innocenzo et 
al., 2014; Carter et al., 2015). In this project, collective leadership is defined an “emergent and 
dynamic team phenomenon whereby leadership roles and influence are distributed among team 
members” (D’Innocenzo et al., 2014, p. 5). This definition captures structural dimensions of 
collective leadership and situates the “what” of collective leadership in the ties among and 
between actors seen as enacting leadership roles.  
Given the focus on relationships, scholars have begun calling for social network analysis 
(SNA) as a methodological approach to investigate the antecedents to and effects of collective 
leadership practices (Mayo et al., 2003; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2006; Mehra et al., 2006; 
Contractor et al., 2012; Carter & DeChurch, 2012; Carter et al., 2015). Both collective leadership 




contexts, which are patterned and inclusive of both formal and informal influence (Carter et al., 
2015). While a few studies have begun to employ SNA methods, many continue to use simple 
centralization or density measures for accounting for collective leadership. The challenge in 
using simple centralization measures is that social network surveys often ask participants about 
formal positions of leadership—in other words, about the leader. In these approaches, 
participants’ attributes, including formal titles, are used as variables in the study. Once 
centralization measures are applied, central individuals tend to be formal leaders; such results 
may help explore the leader within a team, but not the process of collective leadership. Similarly, 
by using density measures (relative connections among participants) to explore collective 
leadership, researchers are simply looking at whether the leadership role is shared or not—
thereby putting all members’ contributions on an even field and using density as a proxy for how 
much leadership is distributed across a network. Both metrics reflect a shallow and simplified 
idea of a complex social influence process. As a result, there is a need to extend collective 
leadership and social network approaches to better leverage the capacity of both to explore 
leadership networks.  
Carter and colleagues (2015) attempted to simplify this exploration of leadership 
networks by identifying differences among conceptions of leadership in networks, leadership as 
networks, and leadership in and as networks. They posit that, to take advantage of network 
approaches to the study of leadership, it is important to understand how previous studies have 
implemented network approaches and pave the way for future applications that explore the 
structural dimensions of leadership. In doing so, leadership itself can be conceived of as a 
network relation, rather than simply as a role that occurs within a network. A conceptual 




exploring individuals and their collective leadership roles over time (Contractor et al., 
2012). More information about this framework, which forms the conceptual basis of my study, 
can be found in Chapter 3.  
In summary, collective leadership is an emerging leadership strategy of interest due to its 
focus on relationships among group members, inclusion of formal and informal leadership roles, 
and its potential ability to better respond to complex, uncertain environments through the 
selective application of multiple individuals’ skills and abilities. Collective leadership breaks 
from traditional understandings of leadership as a hierarchical, bureaucratic position consisting 
of specific competencies and refocuses attention on relational processes that include both formal 
and informal roles. While collective leadership is put forth as an organizing strategy for the 
community challenge explored in this project, another organizing process involves how 
information sharing is coordinated and group learning supported. These informational aspects are 
essential, particularly for the implementation and sustainability of new endeavors. Therefore, the 
second theoretical grounding is information behavior. Considering information behavior helps 
provide insight into how individual roles and groups approach novel challenges and organize 
around their informational needs in this domain.   
2.2 Information Behavior  
Information Behavior (IB) can generally be defined as the way “individuals perceive, 
seek, understand, and use information in various life contexts” (Case & Given, 2016, p. 3). IB 
covers a “broad range of information related phenomena” (Fisher et al., 2005, p. xix) and has 
expanded from its origins in user and readership studies to reflect a variety of frameworks for 
understanding patterns of how individuals interact with information (Spink & Cole, 2006). 




studies around information in other disciplines, is the focus on information transfer (Bates, 2009, 
p. 2381). IB “follows the information” (Bates, 2009, p. 2382) to understand how the context or 
process interacts with information transfer.   
From this standpoint, I ground my work in extant literature discussing two main streams: 
first, information behavior of groups and second, roles that may impact information transfer from 
a social network perspective. These two foci reflect the levels of analysis explored in this thesis 
and correspond with the social network perspective of the collective leadership conceptual 
framework. First, however, I briefly review the importance of information for managing 
complexity.  
2.2.1 Information: Managing Complexity 
Information is an essential element for navigating complexity. Addressing complex 
problems requires the creation and application of knowledge, often from different sources, in 
order to innovate around potential solutions (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). Drucker (1959, 1995) 
noted the rise of the knowledge worker over four decades ago and proposed knowledge 
management as one of the critical challenges facing modern organizations (Bligh et al., 2006). 
Whole fields are now devoted to exploring the related topics of information, knowledge, and 
innovation. For example, work on learning organizations (Senge, 1990) focuses on the processes 
and mechanisms that support employee learning and knowledge transfer (Popper & Lipshitz, 
2000). A central premise of knowledge management is that knowledge is the main source of 
competitive advantage for organizations (for a systematic review, see Costa & Monteiro, 2016), 
not only in finding ways to leverage individuals’ tacit knowledge for the benefit of the group but 
also in creating structures that support environments for new knowledge to be created (Nonaka & 




uncertainty, the one sure source of lasting competitive advantage is knowledge” (p. 162); 
Extensive work on communities of practice (CoP) has highlighted the importance of their 
knowledge generating capacity (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002; Williams & Cothrel, 2000; 
Davenport & Hall, 2002). In other fields, research around team mental models, transactive 
memory systems, and team learning focuses on the connection between group cognitive 
processes and group performance, notably within the areas of group problem-solving (Austin, 
2003).  
 Information, particularly its effective sharing and management, is also a key motivator 
for enacting different organizing strategies. The shift towards flatter, more team-based work 
arrangements is in part a response to complex problems and challenges faced by organizations 
(Seers et al.,2003). Cross-functional and self-managed teams that employ shared leadership 
models do so in efforts to leverage team members’ unique skills, expertise, knowledge, and 
backgrounds towards team effectiveness and knowledge creation (Pearce, 2004; Bligh et al., 
2006). The focus of shared leadership models on processes that support knowledge creation is 
why many scholars argue such models are essential in environments of increased complexity 
(Cox et al., 2003; Pearce & Manz, 2005; Bligh et al., 2006; Imperial et al., 2016).   
 In summary, information and the transfer of information into knowledge are critical 
dimensions of the work of organizations. The creation, coordination, and sharing of knowledge is 
not only for innovation that leads to competitive advantage but also as a response to managing 
complexity. When considering organizing processes of a group around a shared community 
problem, considering the flow of information and processes by which knowledge is shared and 
created is thus an essential dimension for exploration. Within the current study, two levels of 




processes by which groups create and share knowledge. The second level is that of the 
individual, particularly in considering the behaviors and practices of specific roles within a 
network.   
2.2.2 Information Behavior in Groups: Communities of Practice 
Leadership is a group process. Knowledge is also social in nature, the property not only 
of individuals but created and sustained through group interactions (Brown & Duguid, 1998). 
Early research in IB focused at the individual level where efforts were often connected to 
understanding information seeking or in support of effective designs of information retrieval 
systems (Bates, 2009). Realizing the limitations of this individual-centered approach and that 
much information transfer occurs within social settings through interactions with social others, 
IB has also explored information within group contexts. Of the most relevance to this study is the 
idea of communities of practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998), given the emphasis on collective learning 
around a joint enterprise.   
Communities of practice originates from social learning theory (Bandura, 1977): the idea 
that people learn through observation of others. Defined as “the site where collective learning is 
accumulated into social practices” (Davies & Davies 2005, p. 104), CoP can be understood as 
“groups of people informally bound together by shared expertise and passion for a joint 
enterprise” (Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 139). In more simpler terms, CoPs are typically an 
informal group of people who choose to engage around a topic of interest and learn how to do 
things better through their interactions with each other. Examples of CoPs run the gamut from 
professional (e.g., skilled laborers, computer software programmers, doulas, educators) to 
personal (e.g., Alcoholics Anonymous members, fashion bloggers) to leisure (e.g., cosplayers, 




knowledge (i.e., welding, midwifery, pedagogy); b) a community of people to engage in that 
domain, typically informally and self-selected; and c) shared practice (Wenger et al., 2002). The 
interaction of these three factors supports Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP), the process 
by which new members become experts in the domain of interest (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The 
knowledge gained through practice among members not only increases expertise but also helps 
form a sense of identity (Davis, 2006; Brown & Duguid, 1991).  
CoPs have long been of interest to organizations due to their potential value contributions 
for organizational learning, problem-solving, and innovation (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Wenger 
& Snyder, 2000; Davenport & Hall, 2002). Companies are supporting the development of CoPs 
in the workplace, which can be found under alterative names like Special Interest Group, 
Community, Affinity Group, or Knowledge Networks. However, formal organizational 
management strategies based upon hierarchy can be problematic and counter-productive for the 
implementation and sustainability of CoPs, given their informal and networked nature, due to the 
inherent bottlenecks created by a traditional hierarchy. In traditional organizational charts, there 
is “only one ‘official’ path between any two nodes and the likelihood of people sharing 
information can drop as a function of their distance in the corporate organizational chart” (Neus, 
2001, p. 2).   
Even with management challenges inherent in traditional hierarchies, leadership is 
necessary for supporting CoPs. Within organizations, formal managers and senior personnel can 
support CoP development via a number of ways: helping identify potential communities of 
practice by paying attention to informal networks and defining the domain; providing 




systematic collection of anecdotal evidence that reflects the value CoPs bring to the organization 
(Wenger, 1998).   
Internal team leadership is also essential. Wenger (2000) identified different roles of 
importance for the building and sustaining of CoPs including an administrator, thought leaders, 
networkers, documenters, and pioneers while also underscoring the idea that leadership may 
reside in multiple individuals and may change over time. Research exploring virtual CoPs have 
also noted the importance of community leaders as involved in ongoing processes of 
development, reflection, and support involving “a range of political, organizational, technical, 
social, and financial activities” (Stuckey & Smith, 2004, p. 7). These descriptions of 
leadership—ongoing, process-oriented, involving multiple individuals in both formal and 
informal roles—mirror the paradigm of postindustrial leadership described in the previous 
sections, making a case for the potential synergy between postindustrial leadership approaches 
and CoP sustainability.   
An even stronger connection between CoP and collective leadership frameworks is 
starting to emerge. Jones and Harvey (2017) recently explored the synergistic relationship 
between distributed leadership (DL) and CoP within the higher education realm. Over an 8-year 
period, researchers employed a multi-phased action research project to support capacity-building 
leading change in the Australian higher education sector around teaching and learning. The 
initial project phase focused on building leadership capacity across universities; subsequent 
cycles supported the development of CoPs to further develop frameworks and systems to enable 
ongoing work. It was concluded that as a management strategy, a DL approach provided a best 
fit match for creating and sustaining CoP through several synergies, including conceptual and 




behavioral synergy highlights analogies between the relational characteristics of DL and the 
factors of CoP. It should be noted that distributed leadership has a rich following within the 
education sector (see for example Gronn, 2000; Spillane, 2006; Diamond & Spillane, 2016; 
Bolden et al., 2008), and while slightly different from the collective leadership model employed 
in the current project, they still share foundational similarities (see Yammarino et al., 2012).  
 In summary, CoP is a theory of information behavior around knowledge management, 
specifically, the social learning that occurs within primarily informal, self-selected groups. The 
application of CoP to the current project is relevant, given the focus on organizing processes 
around community-driven digital literacy initiatives. Within this setting, most individuals self-
select their involvement and are engaged in collective learning as they implement initiatives and 
programs. Literature describing the management of and leadership within CoPs exists, though is 
sparse in its naming of specific leadership frameworks. However, recent exceptions do point to 
the compatibility of collective leadership approaches in enabling and sustaining communities of 
practice.      
2.2.3 Information Behavior and Roles: Social Network Perspective 
While CoPs provide insight into group-level theories of information behavior, individual-
level theories are also considered by reviewing literature around the role(s) individuals can plan 
in the process of information sharing and transfer. Roles have been conceptualized as dynamic 
sets of recurring behaviors, both expected and enacted, within a particular group context (Zigurs 
& Kozar, 1994). Roles are built from the expectations put on different positions; positions are 
defined in social network terms as the place you hold in a network and the pattern of 
relationships you have with others (Borgatti & Everett, 1992; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). For 




children, other teachers, and administrators that are similar across schools. In contrast, the role of 
“information broker” is due to the specific behaviors and relationships enacted by that individual 
within in a network. An information broker (role) can be a teacher (position), but not all teachers 
are information brokers. All teachers are teachers, however. More about network roles is 
discussed below.  
The importance of social networks is made apparent in any situation where information 
may be impacted by social context. Networks are extremely efficient at information sharing, as 
evidenced by numerous studies investigating network phenomena of the “small worlds effect” or 
“six degrees of separation” (Milgram, 1967). Information flows through networks; how that 
information is shared, between whom, and the extent of exchange is determined by the structure 
of the network (Haythornthwaite, 1996; Wassermen & Faust, 1994). Focused on the 
relationships between actors within a social set, a network view can add insight into the roles and 
positions individuals hold, as well as different structures that impact information behavior and 
information exchange through the network (Taylor, 1991; Haythornthwaite, 1996, 2010). 
Network aspects such as formal and informal networks, strong or weak ties, and positions which 
support information flow are key to successful information behaviors.  
A central role in many social information networks is that of leadership. Formal 
leadership is often determined by one’s position in the network—a formal title or formal role like 
“Director,” “President,” “CEO,” or “Manager.” As a formal positional role, leaders often are 
situated at central locations within the organizational network to control the flow of information 
and, subsequently, participate in decision-making. While formal leadership positions often deal 
with organizational goals to manage information flow and bring efficiency to organizational 




often sit at the top of the hierarchy or be the central position in formal networks mapping 
organizational information flow or decision-making.  
Informal leadership can also be determined by position in a network and reflects the level 
of influence one may have on a network. In a network map of informal advice, trust, or 
communication networks, these individuals will also be central and may be different from those 
with positional influence power. Whether due to their network position or location in informal 
networks, informal leadership is also connected to influence over information flow (Borgatti et 
al., 2013).   
The importance of considering both formal and informal networks cannot be understated 
(Krackhardt & Hanson, 1993). Informal networks can reveal a number of potential concern areas 
for organizations, from schisms in organizational culture to informal experts to irregular 
communication patterns including network holes, “bow ties” (where many individuals have 
relationships with a single individual but not with each other), or divisional silos. Understanding 
the formal and informal roles played by individuals based upon network position provides 
insight into not only how information flows, is blocked, and can be generated within a network 
but can also identify hidden processes of how work gets done by looking at relationships among 
actors in a network.  
Influence within a network can be examined by looking at the roles individuals can play 
based upon measures of power and prestige (e.g., centrality.) Many of these roles have been 
investigated and codified by existing work (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Burt, 1998, 2001; Cross 
& Prusak, 2002; Burton et al., 2010) and their references. Common social network roles can be 




influence the way different resources flow through a network by route of their connections to 
other nodes and the inherent affordances and limitations these connections provide.  
Table 3 
 




 The sociogram below provides a visualization of each of these roles within a simulated 
network. Node A represents the star/hub role in that it has the highest number of connections 
within the graph, connecting others who are themselves connected. In this way, A is a central 
connector and holds a position of influence within their immediate vicinity. Nodes C and B 
represent monitor/transmitter roles in that they connect all others in the graph in the number of 
connections. Node F represents a boundary spanner role by connecting the larger network of 
white nodes with a separate network of gray nodes (L, M, N). In a similar position is Node H, 
called a broker, who connects the larger white node network to a smaller white node subnetwork 
(I, J, K). Finally, Nodes B, C, D, E, F, and G all represent lobbyist/advocate roles in that they are 
the closest to the main star/hub role of Node A. Any information from further in the network 
must pass through one of them to reach A.  
  
Role  Description Type of Influence   
Star/Hub  Node(s) with the most 
connections in the network  
Prestige, connection, opinion leader 
Monitor/ 
Transmitter 
Node(s) with the shortest distance 
to all others in the network  
Reach, quickness of information flow 
throughout network 
Boundary 
spanner   
Node(s) linking separate networks Control, mediation of resource flows 
Broker  Node(s) linking subnetworks of a 
larger network 
Control, mediation of resource flows, 
large number of indirect connections 
Lobbyist/ 
Advocate 






Social Network Roles Visualization 
 
 
Sociograms provide an easier way to see the potential disruptions for resource flow 
within a network. Resource flow could be disrupted at the junctures of boundaries—for example, 
between separate networks or subnetworks. It is also easier to see how the removal of different 
nodes may be more or less disruptive to resource flow across the network. For example, the 
removal of H or F cuts off access to outside or potentially novel resources to the network. The 
removal of A significantly disrupts resource flow within the main network and adds length to the 
amount of time it takes resources to travel across the network. More analysis of these network 
roles in context of the current study are presented in Chapter 4.  
As a related aside, additional roles have been found to exist within virtual social 
networks, emerging primarily through examination of social networking and advice sites. While 
important to note, these additional roles are not as relevant to the current study given the 




initiatives. However, for a review of existing literature on virtual social network roles, see 
Forestier et al. (2012).  
In summary, knowledge is an indispensable part of creative endeavors and represents the 
main challenges to organizations. Understanding how individuals and groups support, access, 
use, and engage with development of knowledge and the flow of information throughout a social 
context is therefore an important dimension of capturing organizing processes within the 
community setting under exploration. Both perspectives of information behavior highlighted 
above, communities of practice and social network roles, provide insight for how to investigate 
the implementation and sustainability of community-based initiatives. The final section of this 
literature review focuses specifically on the topic domain—digital literacy.  
2.3 Digital Literacy  
 Digital literacy serves as the topic domain for the study, the focus and goal of the 
community organizing efforts under exploration. This section explores digital literacy as a 
concept and positions it as an imperative for community capacity-building efforts. The final 
section reviews research around how digital literacies have historically been approached from a 
developmental standpoint.  
2.3.1 Digital Literacy to Digital Literacies  
As a term, digital literacy sits within a myriad of concepts that reflect the importance of 
proficiencies around technology and technology-related artifacts. E-literacy, network literacy, 
information literacy, media literacy, multimedia literacy, etc. (Bawden, 2008) have emerged over 
the last decade as ways to encapsulate and demarcate required skills, abilities, perspectives, and 




according to vogue and context, creating confusion among both scholars and practitioners alike 
(Eshet-Alkalai, 2004). 
As a general term, digital literacy was first introduced by Gilster (1997) who described it 
as the ability to “understand and use information from a variety of digital sources” (Bawden, 
2008, p.18). In Gilster’s conception, digital literacy is an essential life skill for the digital age 
with a broad definition that emphasizes not just personal capabilities but also attitudes and 
critical thinking. What Gilster’s definition does not do is provide a direct match between specific 
skills and specific technologies. The standard operational definition of digital literacy is often 
used in formal education settings or their commercial variants to delineate a set list of tasks or 
demonstrated proficiencies, often tied to specific technological tools. In this way, Gilster’s view 
of digital literacy is more conceptual, rather than operational (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008) in that 
it promotes general ideals, rather than specific skills one should be proficient in, in order to be 
considered digitally literate.  
The conceptual definition of Gilster and others (Lanham, 1995; Gee,1996; Gee et al., 
1996; Pool, 1997; Hobbs, 2011) encourages a sociocultural view to see digital literacy as “a 
shorthand for digital literacies” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008, p. 4). As such, ‘literacy does not 
simply involve knowing how to encode and decode a particular kind of script” (Bawden, 2008, p. 
5) but also involves “applying this knowledge for specific purposes in specific contexts of use” 
(Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236). Viewing digital literacies as social practice in specific contexts 
also adds multidimensionality to technology application and use. Social media use is not the 
same across users; different individuals may utilize and employ the same platforms in vastly 
different ways based upon audience, individual, context, aim, and scope. It also allows for 




all its forms) even with the requisite technical skills to encode or decode it (Lankshear & Knobel, 
2008). Even digitally-literate individuals may not be able to understand trending memes or the 
newest jargon if they are not embedded in the social practices and interactions that give rise—
and context—to them.  
A broad view of digital literacies, á la Gilster, will be instantiated differently based upon 
different individuals’ unique perspectives, experiences, wants, and needs. Digital literacies 
include not only individual capacities but also cognitive, socioemotional, and critical thinking 
dimensions, as well as an acknowledgement of everyday practices of learners (Lankshear & 
Knobel, 2008). This expanded view of digital literacies has been a central concern of scholars 
wishing to reframe technology education and digital literacy beyond a primary focus on skills for 
technology tools. Rather than assuming people are digital natives, digital literacy education often 
aims to develop essential 21st century skills to support active participation in society (Visser, 
2013). Key to this are central digital literacy tenets of critical thinking and the ability to 
synthesize and integrate information from varied sources while also considering everyday social 
practices.   
2.3.2 Digital literacies Development as Community Capacity-Building  
Chaskin (2001) defined community capacity as:  
the interaction of human capital, organizational resources and social capital existing 
within a given community that can be leveraged to solve collective problems and 
improve or maintain the well-being of that community. It may operate through informal 
social processes and/or organized efforts by individuals, organizations, and social 
networks that exist among them and between them and the larger systems of which the 
community is a part (p. 7).  
 
I argue that digital literacies represent both a focus of and precondition for community capacity-
building. Just as information and communication technologies are increasingly integrating into 




variety of sectors. This, in turn, has an impact on communities’ social and economic 
development because employers, civic agencies, and organizations, and general participation in 
daily civic life requires citizens to be digitally literate. At the individual level, basic digital 
literacies are required to access information, services, and support systems within the health, 
education, financial, and government sectors. E-government initiatives are pushing many basic 
services and reporting mechanisms of civic life onto internet platforms or mobile applications to 
capitalize on the participation affordances of ICTs (Jaeger & Thompson, 2003); the same 
transformations are occurring in the health industry (Eysenbach, 2001). Data from a Pew 
Research Center study showed that while almost 80% of job applications are completed online, 
only 61% of adults with non-high school diplomas use the Internet (Smith, 2015). Education at 
all levels incorporates technology, with varying levels of success, into curriculum. However, 
disparities and concerns about digital inclusion and access remain issues that continue to create 
challenges for communities trying to develop digital literacies in their citizens (Warschauer et 
al., 2004; Warren, 2007).   
Unfortunately, given the omnipresence of technology in everyday life, many of the 
resources and institutions that can be leveraged to develop community capacity may require 
individuals to already be digitally literate. While leadership and organizing are strategies for 
developing capacity, several other functions including advocacy, information dissemination, and 
production of goods and services often will require interfacing with ICT systems. The 
interconnected nature of digital literacy development is therefore not only a focus of but also a 
process for community capacity-building.  It is important, therefore, to understand how digital 




2.3.3 Developing Digital Literacies 
The educational sector is often considered the main provider of digital literacy education 
and training, often connected to other literacies and implemented in pedagogical frameworks. 
National standards, like those provided by the International Society for Technology Education 
(ISTE), have been developed to provide guidance for teachers integrating digital literacy 
development into their classrooms, as well as for schools connecting digital literacy development 
to broader educational outcomes. Digital literacy, however, is not solely for students or youth. 
Adults and seniors also require preparation, access, and support in the ongoing learning required 
for digital literacy development. Informal learning spaces—or those that take place outside of a 
formal school setting—are just as important of contexts for digital literacy development and 
practice (Meyers et al., 2013). These informal learning spaces, which may include libraries, 
museums, online communities, workplaces, etc., as well as digital literacy-based programs, offer 
alternatives to the formalized pedagogy often demarcating the school setting. In addition, these 
settings may provide connections to other related areas such as digital inclusion as well as focus 
on the related areas of making and STEAM (science, technology, engineering, arts, and math) 
education (Wolske, 2016).   
While there is general agreement on the criticality of digital literacies, several challenges 
exist which limit its development. The digital inclusion literature highlights gaps in meaningful 
access to information communication technologies (Warschauer, 2003): a key factor for many 
individuals in their efforts to use and develop digital literacy skills. Other challenges include 
reliance on techno-centric approaches which “rely on technology alone to educate students rather 
than to thoughtfully design an integrated curriculum” (p. 31), teacher training on ICT 




and networking, school policies, and pedagogical practice that does not include attention to 
content, composition, construction, or community (Warschauer et al., 2014). 
In summary, digital literacy in its most applied form often refers to fostering skills for 
using specific technological tools. However, more broad applications of digital literacy include 
several other dimensions, including socioemotional, cognitive, critical thinking, and social, and 
cultural competencies, attitudes, and behaviors. In preparing individuals for active participation 
in the digital world, a combination of formal and informal learning spaces provides varied 
opportunities for engaging in both lifelong and life-wide (Meyers et al., 2013, p. 356) digital 
literacies learning. When digital literacy is the aim of collectively lead community agencies, then 
the situation is more complicated.  
2.4 Conclusion 
Complex environments, like those in community settings where multiple social actors are 
engaged in working towards challenging problems, require complimentary leadership strategies. 
The importance of knowledge to innovation and creativity, the presence of peer-to-peer 
relationships, and the lack of formal authority mean traditional, hierarchical leadership strategies 
are less applicable. However, much of the current research within LIS presents leadership from 
an industrial paradigm that has increasingly less relevance to current situations.  
The current project examines the organizing processes of an interorganizational group to 
develop digital literacies within their community. The application of a collective leadership 
framework and inclusion of both group-level and individual-role level theories of information 
behavior aims to provide insight into the roles and structures to support and sustain such work. 
The next chapter reviews the methodological approach taken for the project and subsequent 




CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter, the research approach and methods chosen for the current study are 
explained. To reiterate, the selection of a case-based sequential mixed methods approach was 
chosen to respond to the following research questions:  
1. How does an interorganizational, community-based group organize around digital 
-literacy-programming-related initiatives?  
2. What form does collective leadership take in this context?  
3. How are collective leadership roles connected to information sharing among 
community members? 
4. What informational aspects, processes, and mechanisms support and hinder 
community group organizing around digital literacy in this context? 
5. What are the informational needs of individuals engaged in collective leadership 
roles around digital literacy? 
The chapter proceeds with an overview of the design rationale and conceptual framework 
for the study, followed by the description and rationale for selection of the case site under 
exploration. Finally, the analytical approach for both qualitative and quantitative strands of the 
mixed methods study will be presented. For full analytical findings, please see Chapter 4.  
3.1 Design Rationale  
The study employed a case-based, sequential mixed methods (Clark & Ivankova, 2016) 
approach to investigate collective leadership and information behavior within a community 
implementing digital literacy initiatives. The design of the study responds to calls for 
contextually-situated explorations of leadership (Bolden, 2011) and the use of varied methods to 




Cases represent an in-depth exploration of an event, program, activity, or process among 
one or more individuals, often involving a variety of data collection methods employed over a 
period of time (Creswell, 2009). The determination of case should be such that the case 
represents the unit of analysis, or a bounded context (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Various authors 
provide different criterion by which to select cases. Stake (1995), who followed a more 
interpretivist approach, recommended selecting cases which maximize learning about the 
researcher’s particular interest area. He differentiated between intrinsic cases, those which 
represent a specific interest of the researcher, and instrumental cases, or those which can help 
provide insight into a general need for understanding. For both approaches, cases should be 
selected in order to maximize learning—easy to access, open to inquiry, with availability of 
committed informants, and evaluated against alternatives (Stake, 1995). Cases can also be 
identified as the object of study—typically, a bounded system (Merriam, 1998). According to 
Yin (2003), case study designs are appropriate for research that meets the following criteria: a) 
asks how and why questions, b) no behavioral manipulation is possible, c) contextual conditions 
are relevant, or d) boundaries between the phenomenon and context are unclear. 
The case explored for the current study is that of individuals and groups involved in 
digital-literacy-related programming in the Peoria area, in order to understand how one 
community can organize around such initiatives and what leadership roles are important to 
support such work. The unit of analysis was bounded to include individuals within a specific 
geographical region (Peoria, IL) focused on a specific area of programming (digital 
literacy). Identification, selection, and recruitment of individuals was aided by an established 
two-year working relationship with members of the community through the Digital Innovation 




Given the research questions and above criteria—lack of behavioral manipulation, 
saliency of contextual conditions, and desire for general understanding around community 
organizing processes—the choice of case design is appropriate. Furthermore, the choice of this 
case follows the argument of Johansson (2003), who stated that case study can serve as a meta-
method where different approaches are combined in order to illuminate different aspects and 
serve to triangulate findings, and Stake (1995), who defined case studies as utilizing different 
data collection techniques.  
The application of different approaches at the same time is often referred to as mixed 
methods. Mixed methods involve the rigorous collection, integration, and analysis of both 
qualitative and quantitative data, with consideration for the timing and emphasis for each  
data type (Creswell, 2009). The definition used to orient this study is:  
 
Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher, or team of 
researchers, combines elements of qualitative and quantitative researches (e.g., the use of 
qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) 
for the broad purpose of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration (Johnson 
et al., 2007, p. 123).  
 
Of the different types of mixed methods designs available, I chose to employ a sequential 
design to build research phases upon one another. Two sequential approaches are described 
within mixed methods work—sequential exploratory and sequential explanatory (Creswell, 
2009). Both approaches involve a qualitative and quantitative phase but differ on the order. 
Sequential exploratory approaches begin with, and generally give more weight to, the first 
qualitative phase, which is then followed by a quantitative phase in order to expand qualitative 
findings. Sequential exploratory approaches are especially appropriate when the research focuses 
on exploring some phenomena of interest, is testing elements of a theory, or is developing an 




In contrast, sequential explanatory approaches start with a quantitative phase and end 
with a qualitative phase; their purpose is generally more about interpreting and understanding 
relationships. The data is mixed when results of the quantitative phase inform the choice and 
selection of the second qualitative phase. Given the timing of the phases, the sequential 
explanatory approach is particularly appropriate if unexpected results in the quantitative phase 
occur, which may require more exploration (Morse, 1991).  
The study merged these two approaches into a novel sequential mixed methods design 
(for more on this, and other contributions, see Chapter 5). After identifying the case site, the 
design includes an initial qualitative phase, a quantitative phase, and a final qualitative phase 
(Figure 2). Each phase informed subsequent phases. Qualitative phase I focused on establishing a 
general understanding of digital literacy within the community, identified the main individuals 
and organizations involved, and helped identify appropriate questions and participants for the 
quantitative phase, the survey. The survey was developed to capture responses from a broader 
audience, based upon the initial familiarization interviews. It sought to gain increased responses 
about the state of digital literacy organizing within the community and asked about the social 
networks of those working in this area. Based upon the results of the survey, those individuals 
who emerged as playing key leadership roles based upon community responses were identified 
and interviewed (qualitative phase II) to better understand the roles played and information 







Phases of Research Design 
 
The data collection methods chosen included social network analysis methodology (Scott 
& Carrington, 2011; Crossley et al., 2015), interviews (Jehn, 1997; Cohen & Crabtree, 2006; 
Jehn & Jonsen, 2010), and document analysis (Bowen, 2009) to integrate complementary 
strengths and non-overlapping weaknesses. Network analysis provided a map of the structure of 
digital literacy resource relationships within the community; interviews with key individuals and 
groups from among the categories of participants provided insight into how the groups organize 
their work to achieve goals, as well as provided triangulation of data among other sources. 
Document analysis of project reports, organizational charts, associated project materials, and 
organizational pamphlets identified organizational missions and services, tracked project process 
milestones and outcomes, and provided triangulation of data among other sources. 
Social network methods formed the basis for the conceptual framework, which was 
appropriate given the focus on both structural patterning and foregrounding of leadership 
network ties in related literature. The relationships under investigation are emergent, and 
therefore highly contextual (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000; Carter et al., 2015). While network 




they are limited in their ability to respond to why or how such patterns exist. To offset these 
limitations, I chose to integrate a social network approach with other qualitative data sources to 
employ a mixed methods research design. These additional data sources provided important 
insight into the network survey design to support validity, allow for triangulation of study 
findings, and explore important contextual dimensions relevant to my research setting. 
The use of mixed methods was also supported by rationale within the leadership field. 
Bolden (2011) and Aiken & Hanges (2012) both recommended the use of varied methods to 
address issues of emergence and dynamism within complex systems. Other scholars, such as 
Rice and colleagues (2014), pointed to the benefits of employing mixed methods—such as the 
combination of free recall name generators and network relations data coded from interview 
transcripts—when working with network data. Since social network studies are often based upon 
the assumption that communication and information are synonymous, having alternative 
measures to capture nuances of communication, content of information, or contextual factors are 
essential (Tracey & Standerfer, 2003). Hence, semi-structured interviews and document analysis 
were included to clarify not only the extent of communication and collaboration among 
participants but also to better understand the information content and communication needs. 
In summary, the choice of data sources and methodology aligns with literature suggesting 
that qualitative methods help elucidate dimensions of little-known phenomena. Choosing to 
employ a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods allowed for the triangulation of 
findings and counterbalanced the limitations in each approach while also allowing for the 
flexibility needed in an inductive study. Methodologically, network analysis is an appropriate 
quantitative method, given the focus on relationships as a unit of analysis. However, to gain 




to more fully explicate the how and why of collective leadership processes within an 
interorganizational group.  
3.2 Conceptual Framework  
The use of a conceptual framework—based on theory, logic or experience—works well 
for case-based research and serves as “an anchor for the study and is referred to at the stage of 
data interpretation” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 553). The conceptual framework employed for the 
current study is one of collective leadership, developed by Contractor and colleagues (2012). The 
framework acknowledges core dimensions of collectivistic leadership, taken from extant 
literature, and connects these dimensions with social network approaches to better understand 
collective leadership structures within a group. 
The collective leadership conceptual framework centers on three key dimensions—
member concentration, role multiplexity, and temporal stability—or, in other words: people, 
roles, and time. These dimensions are represented by the following formula: 
LijRT 
which represents the extent to which one individual (i) perceived another individual (j) to be a 
leader (L) in a certain role (R) at a particular time (T). 
Centered on the core notion that multiple individuals are engaged in leadership, the 
people dimension looks at the connections among individuals within a group to explore the 
concentration of leadership and follows early work that used metrics like decentralization and 
density. However, it is not enough to understand the structural form of groups; it is also 
important to clarify the intensity and direction of leadership relationships to attend to 
individuals’ unique contributions. When collective leadership is defined as a process among 




traditional models of leadership, the people dimension would be assumed to be the formal leader 
within a group. As emerging theories of leadership—such as collective leadership—gain 
prominence and promote the engagement of multiple individuals in the leadership process, it is 
important to focus on all members of a group.  
The roles dimension recognizes a long-standing tradition in leadership literature of seeing 
leadership comprised of a complex of roles (Hollander, 1985). Based upon previous work 
synthesizing team leadership literature (Carson et al., 2007), the specific roles Contractor and 
colleagues’ model employs are those of Navigator, Engineer, Social Integrator, and Liaison (for 
further explanation, see Figure 3). Rather than encapsulating the role of leadership within the 
formal role of the leader, these four roles acknowledge both formal and informal sets of 
behaviors played by individuals that are important to the group. These roles include more 
traditional maintenance behaviors associated with leadership—such as setting a clear direction or 
organizing group structure—as well as supportive behaviors important to group success—such 
as supporting social integration and serving as an external liaison.  
With each of these two dimensions, people and roles, we can begin to see how different 
individuals may play different roles as part of a collective leadership process. However, the last 
piece in exploring these dynamics is the inclusion of a temporal dimension. The final dimension 
of time acknowledges that groups are not static and that leadership roles may shift among 
individuals due to changes in membership, group processes, or task demands. The incorporation 
of time in any structural representation is an important one, as static snapshots of any group may 
reflect a hierarchical structure that may only be temporary. It is only over time that the rotation 












(Contractor et al., 2012, p. 999) 
 
As stated previously, while emerging collective leadership approaches have gained 
prominence from a conceptual standpoint, empirical data is lacking to date. The conceptual 
framework for this study, based upon the work of Contractor and colleagues (2012), attempts to 
integrate emerging literature about collective leadership into a method for analysis. This study 
reflects a test of the collective leadership framework within a novel context, providing a unique 
opportunity to explore the phenomenon of collective leadership within a community-based 
group. However, given that this study reflects an initial implementation of the framework, the 
focus is on exploring the first two dimensions of people and roles. Given research constraints and 
the emerging nature of the case in question, time was not included in this study, though it 
remains an important dimension for future investigation.  
3.3 Case Description  
The case site focuses on community-based digital literacy initiatives and the individuals 
and organizations organizing around such initiatives within the Peoria, IL metropolitan region. 
This section will first describe the entry and access process to working with this community, 
which occurred through The Illinois Extension and Outreach Initiative, a collaborative grant 




funding agency will be provided to contextualize this work and one of the main organizing 
agents around digital literacy in the area.  
3.3.1 Study Background  
The Illinois Extension and Outreach Initiative represented a partnership among 
Cooperative Extension, the Dean of the College of Agricultural, Consumer and Environmental 
Sciences (ACES), and the Office of the Provost at the University of Illinois. It was developed to 
fund 2-year projects across the state to encourage collaboration with the Champaign-Urbana 
campus. The stated goals of the initiatives were to establish new partnerships, extend the reach of 
Extension in new ways, and address emerging issues within local communities.  
The Extension service is a comprehensive outreach unit associated with the University of 
Illinois (and other land grant universities) that offers educational programming to residents 
across the 102 counties within Illinois. Central administration and leadership for Extension are 
situated at the university, with cross-sectional work teams centered on five broad areas: energy 
and environmental stewardship; food safety and security; economic development and workforce 
preparedness; family health, financial security, and wellness; and youth development (University 
of Illinois Extension, 2020). 
The Extension service is comprised of both paid staff and countless volunteers, all of 
whom are distributed across 27 regional offices across the state. Extension administration is 
located at the University of Illinois campus and is organized hierarchically with a general 
leadership team providing direction around the five main programming areas, which are 
operationalized at the regional office level. Employee roles are specialized and focused, reflected 
in the comprehensive job titles and levels. While the administrative headquarters set overall 




efforts for communities within their designated 2 to 4 county regions. Regional offices vary in 
size but generally consist of approximately twenty full-time staff reflecting a unit director, 
educators, program coordinators, and office support staff. Given the multi-county area regional 
offices serve, it is essential that Extension staff establish and maintain partnerships with local 
communities, agencies, and individuals. Programs and services often rely upon local volunteers 
and established partnerships to identify shared goals and needs for specific communities within 
Extension’s programming areas.  
The Digital Innovation and Leadership Program (DILP) was one of eight funded 
partnerships for the Illinois Extension and Outreach Initiative in June 20142. DILP’s mission is 
to engage the state of Illinois through local communities and partnerships to expand the potential 
for innovation, entrepreneurship, economic development, and digital inclusion3. Major DILP 
partners include the CUC Fab Lab, the School of Information Sciences, the Illinois Informatics 
Institute, as well as a team of interdisciplinary faculty experts from across campus. With its focus 
on digital inclusion, DILP provided skills training through the CUC FabLab on the areas of 
digital fabrication, digital media production, and data analytics to community youth and area 
educators. DILP also helped build community capacity for such programs by reaching out to 
local community organizations, making connections among potential stakeholders, and serving 
in an advisory capacity for local communities interested in such work. Over the 2 years of the 
grant, DILP built partnerships with local stakeholders within the three pilot locations of Southern 
Illinois, Peoria, and Champaign-Urbana. Each site location reflected a unique combination of 
stakeholders at various stages of organization and represented various challenges and 







The case developed in this dissertation further explored the context and organizing 
processes within one of the DILP project pilot site locations—Peoria, IL. Peoria is located in 
central Illinois, on the Illinois river, midway between Chicago and St. Louis. Established in 
1691, it is the oldest European settlement in Illinois with a metro population of 379, 186 (U.S. 
Census, 2010), making it one of the largest cities in Illinois outside of Chicago4.  Major 
employers include Caterpillar (the headquarters were stationed in Peoria until early 2018), 
Advanced Technology Services, Illinois Central College, and UnityPoint Health.  The median 
income is $42,800 per year, and the median home value is $131,473.  
Over the past few years, Peoria has experienced a surge of action around 
entrepreneurialism and innovation, partly attributed to the existence of the Peoria NEXT 
Innovation Center, a technology business incubator that was founded 2007 with the help of 
Caterpillar, Inc., the USDA Agriculture Laboratory, Bradley University, and others5. Regionally, 
Peoria spends more than “$100 million annually on research and development and is 
experiencing over $1 billion in new construction” (Peoriacounty.org, n.d.). Furthermore, it was 
rated 22nd in a list of most innovative US cities by 24/7 Wall St., per data obtained by the US 
Patent & Trademark Office (Shelley, 2018; Vlahos, 2018).  
3.3.2 Rationale for Selection 
Peoria was chosen as the research site due to several interesting aspects. First, Peoria was 
in an early phase of organizing around digital literacy initiatives. While several organizations had 
provided programming in this area in the past, there was an emerging focus on collaboration and 
coordination across the community to better address this need. As individuals and organizations 







unique viewpoint into the organizing process the community would be embarking upon. Second, 
specific groups working on digital literacy programming could be identified. In order to meet 
best practices for interviews and survey participants, it was important to ensure there was the 
availability of and access to research participants. Peoria, IL had several identifiable 
organizations and individuals across a variety of sectors invested in supporting digital literacy 
education (Figure 4). The variety of stakeholders provided a rich context to explore the 
complexity around organizing within the community.  
Figure 4 
 
Digital Literacy Stakeholders by Sector 
 
    
Third, supporting the development of digital literacy aligned with community-wide social 
and economic development goals. Rather than being an individual or organizational priority, the 
importance of developing skills and capabilities in this area was a need acknowledged by a 
variety of stakeholders across education, private, and civic/government sectors, given the 
presence of major employers in manufacturing and healthcare requiring digitally-literate 
employees. As the success of the community depends upon its ability to both recruit external 
talent as well as retain local talent, digital literacy is seen as an essential component of education 
and workplace development.  
In summary, the selection of Peoria, IL as the case site is based upon several interesting 




and leadership roles around digital literacy initiatives—specifically, the nascent stage of 
organizing around digital literacy, the presence of a variety of identifiable stakeholders across 
multiple sectors, and the connection between digital literacy and community economic and social 
development goals.   
3.4 Analytical Approach  
As described in Section 3.1, the project follows a sequentially phased mixed methods 
research design. The first phase consists of familiarization interviews, followed by a quantitative 
phase consisting of a social network survey and a final qualitative phase consisting of interviews 
with individuals who emerged as playing key leadership roles from the survey responses. 
Document collection and analysis occurred throughout.  The qualitative strand therefore consists 
of three components: Step 2, initial familiarization interviews; Step 4, final interviews; and 
document collection and analysis. The quantitative strand consists of the social network survey. 
The research design and process were approved by and followed protocols set forth by the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Illinois (project #15371). All IRB 
materials, including consent forms, interview protocols, and other instruments, can be found in 
the appendices.  
This section will provide more detail about the qualitative and quantitative strands of the 
study, as well as more specifics on the sampling, data collection, data analysis, and integration of 
data sources.  The presentation will proceed in phase order, mirroring the progression of the 
research design, rather than by strand.    
3.4.1 Qualitative Strand I: Initial Interviews  
The purpose of the initial interviews was to gain a better understanding of the context by 




was involved. Participants were initially identified via a non-probability sampling, specifically, 
purposive sampling, by working with community liaisons to construct an initial list of 
stakeholders working on digital-literacy-related initiatives within the community. Digital-
literacy-related initiatives were defined as programs, services, events, or courses on topics 
related to technology, computers, making, and STEAM/STEM education. Additional names 
were added to this list by researchers through other methods, such as snowball sampling, via 
individual referrals and website searches.  For example, during interviews, participants were 
asked to refer the names of others they knew of working in the area of digital literacy or with 
whom they collaborated.  Project reports from the DILP grant and listing-supported programs 
and partners were also consulted to identify initial stakeholders. Documents, such as annual 
reports, program pages on organizational websites, and marketing flyers were also consulted for 
names of individuals or organizations using bounded internet keyword searches looking for 
digital-literacy-related initiatives within the Peoria metropolitan area.  
To recap, criteria for selection included the following:  
• Participants must be involved in supporting digital-literacy-related initiatives within the 
Peoria metropolitan area as providers, sponsors, or participants.  
• Participants must be working on digital-literacy-related initiatives including topics such 
as STEAM/STEM, making, computer literacy, and/or information literacy.  
In total, 98 individuals were identified, representing a cross-sector of the community. 
Once this master stakeholder list was created, the next step was to identify potential interview 
participants. Here, purposive and nonprobability quota sampling was used to identify individuals 
from a variety of sectors involved in supporting digital literacy initiatives. The criteria used for 




• Participants must be actively engaged in supporting digital literacy initiatives for their 
organization and/or wider community as a sponsor or provider of programs.  
• Participants must represent a variety of sectors within the community.  
Scholars recommend between 15-30 interviews for single case studies (Marshall et al., 
2013) with qualitative research methodology following suit (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Carlsen & 
Glenton, 2011; Marshall et al., 2013). The initial goal was to conduct approximately 20 
interviews, but in total, 41 were completed in order to respond appropriately to the research 
questions. 
A key component of the research question of understanding how organizing occurs in the 
community was to ensure the community was reflected. While digital literacy may be assumed 
an important component of education, for example, the connection to social and economic 
development goals meant there should also be representation from civic and government 
agencies. Additionally, while education and learning around technology could be found in 
programs offered through public libraries and museums, it also existed in community groups and 
non-for-profits. As I was interested in understanding digital literacy organizing at the community 
level, sector participation was the main characteristic of interest within the study, after 
identifying potential participants according to the criteria shared above. In order to attempt to 
accurately reflect the work in the community, quota sampling (Williamson, 2013) was employed 
to ensure a cross-section of community sectors was interviewed. Quota sampling ensures that 
“the sample corresponds with the population(s) of interest in terms of specific characteristics 
(e.g., age, gender, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status). It can also be used to obtain certain 
proportions of characteristics within the sample population, even if the numbers are not 




is appropriate if the proportion of individuals with the characteristic of interest are unknown 
within the population (McFarland & Caceres cited in Morrow et al., 2007). The exploratory 
nature of the study coupled with the early stage of organizing within the community around 
digital literacy meant that the numbers of individuals working within community sectors around 
digital literacy were unknown, hence the use of a non-probability quota sampling method.  
To determine the goal for interviews, or the quota, the percentage of referrals from the 
Master Stakeholder List (MSL) was calculated for each sector category within the community 
(Table 4, first row, numbers in parenthesis). With the MSL serving as a proxy for the participant 
population, this percentage served as the goal, or quota, for each community sector for data 
collection. Participants, due to professional and personal interests, often represented multiple 
sectors and were not able to be segmented into mutually exclusive categories. For example, one 
participant was employed by the major manufacturing firm in the area and was a member of the 
community makerspace. Another was employed by one of the local community colleges and 
worked at the library. In order to understand these multiple memberships, participants were 
asked to fill out an initial information form prior to each interview to gain information about 
their professional and personal associations around digital literacy or related areas. During the 
interview itself, participants were asked to consider these other involvements in their responses.  
If relevant, participants were also asked to consider how their responses may or may not change 
according to these multiple memberships. Table 4 reports the relevant community sectors of the 














































































Note. Total numbers do not add up, due to participants’ engagement within multiple sectors. The 
numbers in () represent the percentage of participants compared to the MSL for quota sampling.   
 
Data Collection  
Guided by research questions presented in Chapter 1, a semi-structured interview guide 
was prepared for initial familiarization interviews (Jehn, 1997; Jehn & Jonsen, 2010) in order to 
better understand the individuals and organizations involved in digital literacy programming 
initiatives within the community. They also provided orienting background information about 
both the organizations involved in digital inclusion programming and the initiatives themselves, 
as well as supported the refinement of contextually-relevant survey instruments for the social 
network survey. Questions were designed to help uncover participants’ understanding of digital 
literacy in their context and its importance to their community, as well as to better understand 
who else was involved in this work and what challenges and successes participants had faced in 




Extension personnel and educators. Modifications were made to the interview guides based on 
feedback from participants.  
Potential participants were contacted, with the help of community liaisons, via an 
introductory email. The email included information about the study and examples of the types of 
questions we would be asking. Interviews were conducted in person, when possible, during site 
visits to the community. If an in-person interview was not possible, it was conducted over the 
phone. All interviews were audio recorded, with consent from participants, and lasted between 
45 and 90 minutes. In total, 41 interviews were conducted with 39 unique individuals across 
community sectors (Table 4) between May 2016 and January 2017. Copies of interview 
protocols, consent forms, and interview questions can be found in the appendices.  
Data Analysis  
Textual data (interviews, research memos, and documents) were analyzed according to a 
modified thematic analysis process which allowed for a rigorous exploration of the qualitative 
data within the scope of the overall mixed methods study. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 
2006, 2012) focuses on identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns across a data corpus to 
provide a “rich and detailed, yet complex, account of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78). 
The purpose of thematic analysis is to identify themes through coding and classification for 
interpretation. Braun and Clarke (2012) detail a systematic, six phase process of conducing 
thematic analysis, consisting of 1) familiarizing oneself with the data, 2) generating initial codes, 
3) searching for themes, 4) reviewing potential themes, 5) defining and renaming themes, and 6) 
producing the report. As a qualitative analytical strategy, thematic analysis can employ both 
deductive and inductive processes and has been deemed appropriate for a wide range of 




To explore collective leadership as a viable organizing strategy for supporting cross-
sector social innovation work, analysis explored both the structure of relationships among 
community participants (Section 3.4.2) as well as the content of participant interviews. While the 
project was not focused on theory-building as an outcome—as is the case with grounded-theory 
approaches (Holloway & Todres cited in Braun & Clarke, 2006)—an inductive approach was 
chosen to explore the phenomenon of collective leadership within a rarely studied context, 
grounded in existing leadership theory. Because the framework of collective leadership used has 
set categories of behaviors that would be explicitly studied within the case study location, a 
modified hybrid approach to thematic analysis was followed. Employing a hybrid approach 
(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) allows for the use of an a priori coding scheme in addition to 
a data-driven inductive approach focusing on content and meanings. A priori coding means that 
categories for codes are determined beforehand, often based on existing literature, or through the 
conceptual framework or paradigm employed for the study (Saldana, 2016). In the current study, 
the conceptual framework (Section 3.2) outlines four collective leadership roles that provided the 
basis for categories of codes regarding social roles taken by or deemed necessary for community 
digital literacy work to be accomplished. The a priori coding scheme used to code study 
transcripts along collective leadership roles, based upon the operationalization of the roles within 
the current study (Table 7), is reflected below (Table 5).  
Employing a hybrid approach allowed for coding and analysis to follow participant 
experiences related to the research questions while also allowing for the integration of an a priori 
coding scheme around leadership roles. Given the unique application of the collective leadership 




occurred while also being open to patterns within the data which may not fit inside the collective 
leadership role framework. 
Table 5 
 
Collective Leadership a Priori Coding Scheme 
 
Role  Code  Description  
Navigator Vision Sets a compelling vision, articulates possibility  
Direction Provides direction on how to move forward to meet vision  
Focus Helps clarify possibilities and scope  
Engineer Management  Manages group tasks, timelines  
Optimization   Matches group needs with available resources   
Clarification  Clarifies group needs, tasks, resources  
Social 
Integrator 
Communication  Supports effective communication, information sharing 
among team members  
Support  Supports effective team collaboration and engagement   
Process  Supports team process around clarifying norms, interactions, 
and workflows  
Liaison Advocate Advocates for and builds awareness for group    
Dissemination Serves as a hub for information sharing 
Networks Builds and develops relationships with external stakeholders  
 
The aim of this study is to explore the informational and organizing dimensions of 
community-based digital literacy initiatives and explore the application of a collective leadership 
framework within a novel (i.e., community) context. The focus of analysis was to understand 
both participant perspectives around organizing practices as well as explore the presence or 
absence of collective leadership within the community. In order to focus on participant 
experiences and understandings, thematic analysis was conducted at the semantic level (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) with further analysis of the data focused on interpretation of broader meanings and 
implications (Patton, 1999).  
Atlas.ti, a qualitative coding software package (version 8.4.18.0), was used to collect and 
organize the data corpus of the study, consisting of interview transcripts, personal notes, research 




and transcribed, then checked against the original audio files for accuracy (Braun & Clark, 
2006), resulting in multiple read-throughs. Text-based responses from the survey were imported 
into Atlas.ti to be incorporated into the coding process. I then open coded the data, working 
across transcripts in an inductive, data-driven process, focusing on interesting semantic content 
within and across the data corpus. Research memos and annotations were taken throughout the 
initial coding process. At this stage, an initial 214 codes were identified. The a priori coding 
scheme for collective leadership was incorporated by including initial codes generally related to 
leadership and group roles. These initial codes were then further analyzed and re-coded 
following the coding scheme displayed in Table 5. More specifics about this process can be 
found in Section 4.7.   
All initial codes were transferred into a Word document and Excel for easier organization 
and manipulation. Codes were reviewed, collated, merged, and clustered into an initial list of 
possible themes and sub-themes. Thematic maps were created as an aid in finding and clarifying 
relationships among and between themes, sub-themes, and codes to reflect key patterns in the 
data. I then reviewed the initial themes, returning to the textual data and reviewing coded 
excerpts to assess depth and clarity. Analyzing the themes in relation to the research questions 
resulted in 43 codes and sub-themes. These codes and sub-themes were then further clarified into 
















Final Themes Developed During Analysis 
 
THEME Definition  
“All that’s old is new 
again” 
Contextualizing digital literacy within the current context; tensions 
around definitions, motivations, and perspectives present within the 
community  
“We're not just 
technology people, 
we're culture builders”  
Perspectives and practices about developing digital literacy: for self, 




Dimensions of leadership, including roles and behaviors, supporting 
or hindering group efforts around digital literacy initiatives within 
the community  
"We're probably doing 
it all wrong” 
Perspectives, practices, and needs around organizing efforts to 
develop community capacities around digital literacy  
 
Note. See Appendix B for the full codebook of themes from the study.  
Integration with the next phase  
As a sequential mixed methods study, each phase of the research design should help 
inform the subsequent phase. Throughout data collection for the initial interviews, both field 
notes and research memos provided insight into the phrasing and responses to research questions. 
Observations of maker festivals, activities, and events also provided information on the types of 
programs offered and the individuals in attendance. As a result of these experiences, the social 
network survey questions were modified multiple times to better match the context. Question 
wordings were edited, and questions were deleted or added based upon experiences in the first 
phase. More specifics about the social network survey can be found in the next section.  
3.4.2 Quantitative Strand: Social Network Survey  
The choice of network analysis is informed by prior studies highlighting the benefits of 




methods are uniquely suited to the study of collective leadership given alignment for both as 
being relational, situated in contexts, patterned, and comprised of formal and informal processes 
(Carter et al., 2015; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2006; Hoppe & Reinelt, 2010). Additionally, the 
conceptual framework under exploration proposes a network approach. By adapting work from 
previous empirical studies, Contractor and colleagues recommended the following steps to 
implementing this framework: 
• Define the collective - Identify the members of the collective in question, who will serve 
as nodes within the network; 
• Elicit leadership relations that make up the network - Choose appropriate elicitation 
levels and methods to construct the leadership network. 
To examine this framework within the chosen research site, the above steps were operationalized 
by first defining the collective and then eliciting leadership relations. Further description of both 
of these steps are detailed below.   
Step 1: Defining the collective. 
The collective under exploration reflects individuals and organizations involved in 
digital-literacy-related programming within the Peoria area. The process described in Section 
3.4.1, describing the sampling for initial interviews, helped define the collective. To reiterate, the 
collective contains individuals and organizations involved in digital-literacy-related 
programming and reflects a cross-section of community sectors.   
 Step 2: Elicit leadership relations that make up the network. 
Eliciting leadership relations means collecting information about who is leading whom 
within the collective, with attention to both elicitation method and elicitation level (Contractor et 




more labor intensive, direct measures are often better than unobtrusive measurement (e.g., digital 
trace data, observation, or interviews) for maximizing psychological fidelity, or, the accuracy of 
eliciting network relations among participants (Contractor et al., 2012). However, given the size 
of the network, a free recall, fixed choice survey design (Wasserman & Faust, 1994) was chosen, 
whereby participants were invited to identify up to seven others whom they rely on for 
leadership around digital literacy. The chosen design (free recall, fixed choice) maximizes the 
benefits of direct measurement for eliciting leadership structures while reducing labor 
intensiveness for participants. 
Additionally, choices in elicitation level needed to be made. As described by Contractor 
et al. (2012), levels could be either atomistic or molar. At the atomistic level, person-to-person 
relationships are captured, such as if i considers j as a leader. A sample prompt may be, “Who do 
you rely on for leadership?” (Mehra et al., 2007; Contractor et al., 2012). In this way, individual 
perceptions of leadership are captured. Individual perceptions may differ, however. Individuals’ 
perceptions of who is enacting leadership may be limited by implicit leadership theories or 
mental models of leadership which may be culturally determined (Lord, 1977), or reflect 
differences in leader-follower relationships, as explained by transformational leadership (Bass, 
1998) or leader-member exchange theories (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). In contrast, the molar 
elicitation level attempts to connect individuals to social entities by encouraging members to 
identify individuals they perceive that others may rely upon for leadership (Contractor et al., 
2012). Molar level elicitation therefore attempts to overcome individual biases or perceptions 
around concepts of leadership. Prompts would change to “Who does your team rely on for 




prompts is that they require that the collective can experience and view leadership enactments by 
all other members, which may decrease as collective size or distribution increases.  
The current study chose to follow atomistic-level prompts, (i.e., who do you rely upon for 
leadership), due to several reasons—first, due to the early state of organizing in the area. While 
there is a core group of individuals who could be identified as engaged in supporting digital 
literacy, the state of organization of that group (the “groupness”) was not assumed. Therefore, it 
would be presumptuous to assume individuals could accurately identify those whom others relied 
upon for leadership. Second, the stakeholder list consisted of 98 individuals, which could make it 
difficult for individuals to comment on reliably or accurately. Given the large number of 
individuals and the representation of multiple sectors, as well as the early stage of organizing, 
there was a chance that some form of distributed leadership was present alongside smaller 
subgroups or organizational silos. Regardless, it again would have been difficult to task 
respondents to comment beyond their individual experiences. Third, with the novel application 
of a collective leadership framework in a community setting, it seemed more appropriate to start 
at an atomistic level with this initial, exploratory study to determine who individuals see as 
playing collective leadership roles, if anyone at all. While the findings are presented fully in 
Chapter 4, the scope of the study seemed more appropriate for the atomistic level elicitation 
method.  
Survey development and pre-testing   
As noted in the previous section, field notes and research memos from the initial 
interview phase were helpful in creating the social network survey instrument.  In addition, the 
process of determining elicitation level helped clarify how questions around leadership would be 
presented. Leadership was described per the four roles of collective leadership which are 




Navigator, Engineer, Social Integrator, and Liaison. The four roles were operationalized using 
questions from other studies employing social network methods as a guide (Mehra et al., 2006; 
Carson et al., 2007). They were further modified to fit within the research context and topic 
domain. For example, the Engineer role was re-named to Organizer within the survey instrument 
so as not to confuse the CL role with the professional occupation, given the emphasis on 
manufacturing within the case site location (Table 7). 
Table 7 
 
Collective Leadership Role Operationalization 
 
Role  Description 
Navigator Individuals playing this role initiate and energize the team action in pursuit of 
its purpose and goals, communicate with and remind the group of its overall 
purpose, and help develop specific goals moving the team forward. In other 
words, someone with the Navigator role helps establish purpose, direction, 
and focus for the group.   
Engineer* Individuals playing this role manage internal tasks and timelines, help match 
individuals’ strengths with team goals, and help the team clarify roles and 
responsibilities for individual team members. In other words, someone with the 
Engineer role helps organize the group and structure tasks.   
Social 
Integrator 
Individuals playing this role support effective communication and collaboration 
among members, develop healthy team norms, promote active involvement 
from all members, and facilitate effective conflict resolution within the team. In 
other words, someone with the Social Integrator role develops and maintains 
team cohesiveness and supports effective conflict management.  
Liaison Individuals playing this role serve as advocates for the team, solicit external 
help and resources for the team, and solicit information and feedback from 
external team stakeholders. In other words, someone with the Liaison role 
develops and maintains positive and useful relationships with external others.   
 
Note. *Designated as an Organizer within the survey  
 
The survey went through multiple iterations prior to dissemination. The format and 
phrasing of the social network questions were reviewed by social network experts, and a full 
draft of the survey was piloted with six individuals representative of the survey participant 




were selected because they met the criteria of selection for survey participants: they were 
engaged in the same context (community digital literacy initiatives); represented similar 
categories of individuals who would be taking the survey (educators, administrators, extension 
personnel, community members); and were reflective of community sectors of interest 
(education, civic/government, community, private, etc.). The survey went through two rounds 
with the pilot testers before being finalized for dissemination and use.  
The survey was created using Qualtrics survey platform. The final survey consisted of 40 
items, split among: 
• background information and demographics (14 questions),  
• general social network questions related to general leadership and information resources 
(10 questions),  
• collective leadership social network questions asking specifically about the four roles (5 
questions), and  
• group dimension questions (10 questions) to provide a baseline for the state of organizing 
among individuals.   
The survey also included a question asking for referrals of other individuals involved in digital 
literacy. A full copy of the final survey instrument can be found in Appendix B.  
Sampling  
Survey participants were identified through multiple means. The main source of 
participants was the master stakeholder list (MSL), the creation of which was described in 
Section 3.4.1. All individuals on this list received an email invitation to participate in the survey. 
Individuals who were participants in the initial interviews received additional reminders about 




In addition to the MSL, survey participants were recruited via adverts and blurbs shared 
by community liaisons through social media (primarily Facebook) and newsletters. Any referrals 
gained throughout the data collection processes were checked against the MSL; if they were new 
referrals, they were added to the MSL and invited to participate in the survey. As one of the 
survey questions asked about referrals, responses were monitored weekly for any new responses 
with new referrals. As always, any new referrals were cross-checked with the master stakeholder 
list and only sent an invitation if they were new to the list.    
The survey remained open for 1 month, from April 7, 2017 to May 9, 2017. Several 
techniques were used to help increase participation. These included personalized email 
messages, when possible including the name of the individual who referred them to participate in 
the study (with permission). An incentive was also provided, in that all participants who 
completed the survey were able to opt-in for a random drawing to receive a $25 Amazon e-gift 
card. Multiple follow-up messages were also used after the initial survey invitation and were 
spaced out to be sent 2 weeks, 1 week, and 2 days prior to the deadline with reminders to 
participate. Survey submissions were checked prior to each reminder and any recent respondents 
were taken off the reminder email list. I also attended a monthly meeting of a newly formed 
educator group around STEM and STEAM learning and provided more information and a 
handout about the research and upcoming survey to attendees.  
At the end of the first round of survey dissemination, 82 responses had been received. At 
this time, the master stakeholder list (MSL) contained the names of 160 individuals. By using the 
MSL as an estimate of the population of interest, the survey returned a 51% response rate. Using 
the concept of quota sampling as a guide, a quick analysis of survey respondents indicated that 




recommendation to re-open the survey for a second round of data collection and to better time 
the survey to allow for potentially better participation from educators since the first survey ran 
during the end of the school term.   
The second round of survey collection was re-opened October 2018 for 6 weeks. 
Following protocols set during the first round, invitations were re-sent to non-responders from 
the MSL, and new blurbs with invitations to participate were sent to community liaisons and 
listserv groups. In the interim between surveys, a new Facebook group had been started by 
Peoria Extension for the Teacher Tuesdays group, and this venue was also used to solicit 
participants for the survey. At the end of the survey collection period, 90 total responses were 
collected, reflecting a 56% response rate based off the MSL. After data cleaning and omission of 
incomplete responses, 78 usable responses remained. Since responses met the goal quotas for 
community sector participation (per Table 4, Section 3.4.1), the survey component of the 
research design was closed.   
Data Analysis 
A .csv file of survey responses was downloaded from the Qualtrics website after the 
survey closed. The original file was copied and cleaned, to create separate files for different 
components of the survey. As mentioned previously, the survey consisted of a variety of sections 
collecting demographic, social network, or text response data. A summary of these survey 







Survey Sections and Data Types 
 




Name, sector, years of experience in role, gender, 





Individuals relied upon for leadership (defined 
broadly) around digital literacy, including their sector 





Individuals relied upon for general information and 
advice related to digital literacy programming, 
including their sector and level of interaction 
Social network 
Social network 
group role questions 
(e.g., collective 
leadership roles) 
Individuals perceived as serving in the four collective 
leadership roles of Engineer, Navigator, Social 
Integrator, and Liaison, around digital literacy, 





Individuals’ perceptions regarding the ease of 
identification, level of organization, and degree of 
success of individuals working around digital literacy 





Variety of open-ended response questions about 
information sources for digital literacy, main 
challenges facing the work, familiarity with digital 
literacy and related terms, and factors hindering or 
supporting the work in the community, etc.  
Text  
 
 Different files were created for each survey section.  These files were then cleaned and 
prepared for analyses. Background/demographic information and the group dimension questions 
were cleaned and imported into SPSS for analysis. The social network sections were cleaned and 
imported, along with attribute data, into NodeXLPro6, a social network analysis add-in to Excel 
created by the Social Media Research Foundation, as directed network for analysis. NodeXLPro 
was also used to calculate network metrics and create network visualizations.   
Social networks lacked alter-to-alter ties and were analyzed as egocentric networks 
(Crossley et al., 2015) to provide insight into individuals’ networks within the community. A 
 




benefit of ego-centric network approach is “to collect data on personal networks and limit the 
network to the contacts that are of interest to the study” (Kowald et al., 2009, pg. 7)—in this 
case, individuals within the respondent’s (i.e., ego) network working on digital literacy. Node 
level measures, such as in-degree centrality, were used to identify key individuals seen by their 
peers as providing resources around leadership and information for supporting digital literacy. 
Network graphs were also interpreted qualitatively to explore patters of interactions and 
connections among community members. Finally, the text responses were cleaned, imported into 
Atlas.ti, and incorporated into the thematic analysis process alongside interview data from the 
initial familiarization interviews and the final interviews. A full discussion of analytic findings 
can be found in Chapter 4.  
Integration with the next phase  
The analyses of survey data were used to identify potential participants for the final round 
of data collection, the final interviews. All three network sections (general leadership, 
information/advice, and social network roles) were analyzed with network metrics calculated and 
initial network graphs visualized. To identify interview targets for the final round, the analysis 
was focused on identifying those individuals who were nominated as providing general 
leadership around digital literacy as well as individuals identified as serving in particular 
collective leadership roles.  
To identify these individuals, the network metrics of the general leadership social 
network questions were analyzed in order to identify those individuals who received the most 
nominations for leadership. In network terms, these are the vertexes with the highest in-degree 
centrality. Next, the collective leadership network questions were analyzed, which consisted of a 
similar process of calculating graph metrics as the general leadership question. As can be seen in 




of important group roles and then provided definitions of the four collective leadership roles. 
Next, participants were asked to identify up to seven “individuals most involved in digital-
literacy-related work in the area.” The next part of the question asked participants to designate 
which roles, if any, they saw their nominees currently playing in the community around digital 
literacy. In this way, a general collective leadership metric could be calculated, as well as the 
number of nominations received per role.   
In identifying potential individuals for final interviews, the general leadership and general 
collective leadership graph metrics were compared to identify any potential overlap and to create 
a single list of individuals or organizations who received the most nominations for leadership. 
Included in the final list was also a tally of nominations received for each collective leadership 
role (Navigator, Engineer, Social integrator, and Liaison). In total, eight individuals emerged 
with the highest nominations across both general leadership and collective leadership roles. The 
individuals were re-identified and contacted for the final step of data collection. A full analysis 
of this process can be found in Chapter 4. 
3.4.3 Qualitative Strand II: Final Interviews  
The final round of data collection was qualitative, consisting of interviews with 
individuals who emerged as playing leadership roles around digital literacy based upon social 
network survey responses. These interviews were designed to add more nuance and context to 
the survey results and helped address research questions regarding how individuals were 
enacting leadership roles around digital literacy within the community setting and the resources 





Participants were chosen based upon analysis of the previous phase of research: the social 
network survey. Two network questions were analyzed to identify a list of potential targets for 
second round interviews: 1) individuals relied upon for leadership related to digital literacy 
programming, and 2) individuals most involved in digital literacy work, and the types of social 
group (i.e., collective leadership) roles they played. The responses to both questions were 
analyzed to identify a combined list of potential interviewees, based upon the number of 
nominations they received from survey respondents, as described in the previous section.  
Data Collection  
Data collection occurred between April and May 2019. A semi-structured interview guide 
and protocols were created based around the following broad general categories of interest:  
• History – Namely, understanding the individual’s history or participation in digital 
literacy within the community and gaining an understanding of their knowledge of terms 
and key events;  
• Role – general – Understanding how the individual sees their role within the initiative, as 
well as gaining a sense of different roles that have been essential in moving the initiative 
forward to date; 
• Leadership – Understanding the individual’s philosophy, or approach, to leadership in 
general and regarding leading within the topic domain;  
• Role – information behaviors – Understanding how individuals gained knowledge and 





• Challenges – Understanding the challenges faced by both individuals in their role(s), as 
well as remaining challenges facing the growth of any digital-literacy-related initiatives 
within the community;  
• Opportunities/Future – Understanding the individual’s sense of where the initiative may 
be going in the future, what is needed to get it there, and what gaps remain to achieve 
their idea of success for the initiative.  
Once participants were identified from the survey analyses, an email invitation explaining 
the study and their emergence in a leadership role within the community was sent out. In total, 
eight individuals emerged as playing leadership roles around digital literacy; all eight agreed to 
participate and were interviewed.   
Interviews were conducted in person, if possible. If an in-person interview was not 
possible, it was conducted via a video conferencing program. Of the eight interviews, seven were 
conducted in person, and the last interview was conducted over Skype. Interviews were audio 
recorded, with consent from participants, and lasted between 45 and 90 minutes.  
Data Analysis  
Interviews were all audio recorded and transcribed in preparation for analysis. Transcripts 
were imported into Atlas.ti and coded following the guidelines for thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Initial codes created during qualitative phase I/initial interviews were applied to 
the final interview transcripts. New codes, unique to the final interviews, were also created. 
Further explanation of the integration across all data sets (interviews, survey, and documents) is 




3.4.4 Qualitative Strand III: Document Analysis   
O’Leary (2004) defines document analysis as “the collection, review, interrogation, and 
analysis of various forms or text as a primary source of research data” (p. 177). Often used in 
combination with other methods, documents can provide empirical data on the context in 
question, suggest questions for further exploration, provide supplementary research data, 
triangulate findings, or track change and development (Bowen, 2009).  
Documents were collected throughout all data collection phases. Examples of types of 
documents collected included: project reports, organizational charts, programmatic flyers, and 
annual reports as well as marketing brochures, news items, and website information including 
mission statements and staff titles, among others.   
Documents served two main purposes within the study: namely, providing context and 
serving to triangulate information among data sources. Documents not only helped identify 
possible project participants and supporting organizations but also served to clarify 
organizational missions and services and track project process milestones and outcomes. They 
also were used to triangulate data by identifying relationships among organizations and 
individuals via sponsorships or recognition pages, contribute to a timeline of programming and 
major milestones within the community, and reflect outcomes or metrics discussed in interviews 
or mentioned through surveys. In total, over 200 documents were collected over the course of the 
study.  
Data collection  
Document collection was ongoing throughout all phases of data collection. Bounded, 
automatic website searches were created using Google alerts on relevant keywords (Table 9) to 




were searched to identify potential program participants, construct a general timeline of major 
events and milestones in the community, and gain background information in preparation for 
interviews. Google alerts were supplemented with monthly general internet keyword searches, 
review of media publications in the Peoria area, and visits to main organizational websites 
involved in digital literacy work.   
Table 9 
 



















21st century skills 
  
Frequent contact with community liaisons and the community itself also generated leads 
for documents. Email updates identified new and ongoing programmatic initiatives as well as 
recent news items. Reports sent out through cross-sector alliances within the community or 
Facebook groups created among educators to support ongoing education were also sources of 
documents collected throughout the project.  
During qualitative phase I, initial interviews, documents sourced from organizational 
websites were collected and consulted prior to the interviews in order to gain background about 
the interviewee and their organization. Documents also helped identify existing partners and 
collaborators and often highlighted areas for further questioning during the interview itself. 
Similarly, documents such as district staff pages and organizational annual reports were used to 




interviews. Documents also helped supplement knowledge about resources mentioned during the 
interviews.  
Data analysis 
Documents collected during the study were first categorized by type and organized. 
O’Leary (2014) identified three primary types of documents: public records, which consist of 
official, ongoing records of organizational activities; personal documents, which consist of 
individual accounts of personal actions, experiences, or beliefs; and physical evidence, which 
consists of objects found within the study setting. Most of the documents collected in the current 
study fell under the public record category, with few others—such as marketing brochures or 
informational flyers—residing within the physical evidence category. And, while many 
newspaper clippings and stories were collected, they were more informational in nature rather 
than the first-person accounting described by O’Leary. However, the concept of general 
categories of documents is a helpful one for organization and analysis, particularly when 
working to systematically evaluate and integrate documents with other data sources.  
Therefore, modified categories were created, using O’Leary’s original categorization and 
questions as a guide.  The modified categories were created within the topic domain of the study 
to support overall organization and help in analysis. Table 10 reflects the modified document 
categories and listing of types of documents collected in the current study per category.   
After documents were collected and organized, their categorization helped clarify how to 
approach analysis for triangulation across social network and interview data in service of 
responding to the study research questions. The modified categories helped clarify concerns 
regarding unwitting content (O’Leary, 2014)—the inherent style, opinions, and agendas of 
documents—and the purpose of documents (Bowen, 2009) by identifying where author biases or 






Document Categories for Analysis 
 
Category Types of documents included  
Organizational  Grant/project reports, annual reports, quarterly updates, staff 
directories, report cards, vender product pages 
Aspirational  Organizational vision, mission, or purpose statements; organizational 
core values  
Promotional  Promotional flyers, marketing brochures, informational cards, event 
handouts providing information about digital-literacy-related 
programs and services within the community   
Informational  Information pamphlets, sample assessments, policy briefs, news, 
social media, media articles, blog posts, vendor product flyers   
 
Documents were generally approached and analyzed via interview technique or content 
analysis (O’Leary, 2014), based upon their categorization. Content analysis, or the counting of 
frequency of occurrences, was primarily employed with informational, promotional, and 
organizational documents to gain a broad, overall picture of the context for the study (Bowen, 
2009). Concepts of interest for content analysis included counting and creating lists of 
collaborators, identifying organizations involved in digital literacy work, identifying what terms 
and definitions were used by individuals to describe their work, and establishing a timeline of 
community events.  Documents within the aspirational category were primarily analyzed via an 
interview technique, where major questions of interest were “asked” of the documents, 
including:  
• What rationales are given for the importance of digital-literacy-related initiatives within 
the community?  
• What words and terms are employed?  
• How is digital literacy education and learning presented in different sectors?  
• What tensions might exist between and among these representations?  





A sample of selected documents and the data analyzed are included in Table 11 as an example.  
Full analytic findings are presented in Chapter 4.  
Table 11 
 
Sample of Documents and Data Analyzed 
 
Document Data Analyzed  
Digital Innovation Leadership Program 
(DILP) Annual Reports  
List of stakeholders and collaborators and list of 
digital-literacy-related programs and services within 
the community  
District webpages and staff directories  
Mention of technology education or digital literacy 
skill development as well as presence or absence of 
designated staff member for technology  
“City of Peoria’s Innovation Team is 
excited to announce area’s first Civic 
Hackathon, 31 July 2017, Peoria Area 
Chamber” 
Major events and programs around digital literacy  
“Vision 20/20, Peoria Public Education 
Vision Statement” 
District priorities around technology and digital 
literacy education, use of standards of models being 
employed strategically  
Future Ready District Assessment 
example 
Process and product assessing district readiness for 
supporting digital learning, a vendor product 
adopted by many school districts  
“Building a Community of Makers,” 
May 2019, Peoria Magazine  
Background information about community 
makerspace and positioning in community; 
collaborators, partners; terms and descriptions used  
 
3.5 Integration and Conclusion   
Integration is known to be an essential component of mixed methods research (Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2006) that interrelates qualitative and quantitative results. Plano-Clark and Ivankova 
(2016) described two common methods of integration within the literature: a) combination, 
which includes joint interpretation of completed qualitative and quantitative data results, and b) 
connecting, which describes the how previous results of a qualitative or quantitative phase 




Connecting integration was planned within the study throughout data collection phases, 
as described above. Combining integration was also conducted once all data collection was 
complete and individual sets of qualitative (initial interviews, final interviews, and document 
analysis) and quantitative (network survey) were completed and interpretation of results 
commenced. Interpretation included exploring themes from across each separate data set and 
looking for convergence, complementarity, and discrepancy (O’Cathain et al., 2010). The 





CHAPTER 4: ANALYTICAL FINDINGS  
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter introduces the analytical findings from the exploration of organizing around 
digital literacy initiatives in the chosen case site of Peoria, IL. Sequential mixed methods were 
employed combining initial, informational interviews with relevant stakeholders in the area with 
a social network survey asking about leadership and information roles played within the 
community (see Chapter 3 for participant selection and recruitment criteria). Based upon 
responses to the survey phase, a final round of interviews was conducted with individuals who 
were identified by their peers as playing leadership roles within the community around digital 
literacy. Documents were also collected throughout from organizational websites, media items 
and outlets, and directly from participants.  
Analysis occurred throughout data collection, and each phase informed subsequent 
phases. Initial interviews informed survey questions and clarified participants for survey 
invitations as well as refined second round interview protocols. Responses from the survey were 
analyzed and allowed for the identification of participants for the final phase of interviews. 
Analysis of collected documents was ongoing throughout all three phases and helped identify 
potential participants, clarify existing programs, add context to interviews, and corroborate 
findings. Visits to Peoria also included field observations of digital-literacy-related events and 
programming.  
The chapter is divided into several sections. Section 4.2 revisits the research questions 
and provides rationale for some edits to the phrasing and focus of the questions, based upon data 
collection. Section 4.3 answers questions about who is involved in digital-literacy-related 




Section 4.4 focuses specifically on evidence and successes for organizing processes at work 
around digital literacy development, while Section 4.5 presents results from the social network 
survey about community digital literacy relationships. Section 4.6 presents findings around 
general leadership topics from both the social network survey and thematic analysis of 
participant interviews, while Section 4.7 does the same for collective leadership relationships. 
The chapter concludes with Section 4.8, which explores community information relationships, 
information practices, and needs around digital literacy.  
4.2 Revisiting the Research Questions 
As described in Chapter 1, the aim of this study was to understand the organizing 
processes and leadership roles for supporting community digital literacy development. Analytical 
findings are presented by the research questions they address. Aligned with the mixed methods 
approach taken in this project, analytical findings from interviews and the survey have been 
integrated to respond to each research question. The questions evolved during data collection and 
analysis in their grouping and wording, based upon insights from study participants. The new 
order (Table 12) reflects more clear associations among questions considering a similar scope of 




















Revised Research Questions 
 
Research Question  Revision  
1) How does a community organize around digital 
literacy (DL) programming related initiatives? 
Reworded  
2)  a) What informational aspects, processes, and 
mechanisms support community organizing?  
 
b) What hinders community organizing around 
digital literacy in this context?  
Re-ordered; grouped with RQ1 as 
both focus on larger context  
 
Reworded 
3) a) Is leadership present in this context?  
 
b) Is there evidence of collective leadership (CL) 
present?  




4) How is leadership connected to organizing around 
digital literacy?  
Re-ordered; grouped with other 
leadership questions 
5) What are the informational needs of individuals 
engaged in community-focused digital-literacy-
related initiatives?   
 
Re-ordered; reworded to be more 
general and encompass 
individuals engaged in the topic 
domain, not just those identified 
within leadership roles  
 
This chapter provides the analytical findings, organized by the revised research questions 
above. First, the context is explored by describing the actors and the relationships present within 
the community around digital literacy. Main events and their impact to the community are 
identified, as well as participants’ perceptions of mechanisms operating within the community 
that either support or hinder their efforts. Second, the concept of leadership is explored in more 
depth, to more clearly articulate both a structural view of leadership relations within the 




leadership roles. A summary of these analyses is presented in Chapter 5, along with limitations, 
implications, and future research considerations.  
4.3 Who’s Involved in Community Digital Literacy Initiatives  
This section focuses on the case site context in which digital literacy (DL) organizing is 
happening and addresses the following research questions:  
RQ 1: How does a community organize around digital literacy programming related 
initiatives?  
RQ 2a: What informational aspects, processes, and mechanisms support community 
organizing around digital literacy in this context? 
RQ 2b: What informational aspects, processes, and mechanisms hinder community 
organizing around digital literacy in this context? 
To recap, digital-literacy-related initiatives refers broadly to programing, educational 
events, or services that support the development of digital literacies. From Chapter 2, digital 
literacies are understood, from a sociocultural perspective, as including a variety of literacies and 
refer to the social practices, competencies, attitudes, and perspectives needed to understand and 
use information from a variety of digital and non-digital sources. To respond to these questions is 
to first identify who is involved in digital literacy initiatives within the community and explore 
their understandings of the term.  
4.3.1 Participant Demographics  
A range of individuals were engaged in digital literacy within the community. Participant 
demographics across all data collection phases are shown in Table 13. As reflected, participants 




experience). As described in the next section, the high percentage of female participants could be 















Gender     
Male 43% 28% 38% 33% 
Female 57% 68% 63% 64% 
Prefer not to answer 0% 4% 0% 2% 
Ethnicity     
American Indian/ 
Alaskan Native 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
Asian 3% 0% 0% 1% 
Black, African 
American 
3% 1% 0% 2% 
Hispanic 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Native Hawaiian/ 
Pacific Islander 
0% 0% 0% 0% 
White, non-Hispanic 89% 88% 88% 88% 
Multiracial 0% 9% 13% 7% 
Other/prefer not to 
answer 
6% 1% 0% 2% 
Years Experience     
Under 5 43% 37% 50% 40% 
5-10 years 23% 28% 25% 26% 
11-20 years 11% 26% 25% 21% 
21-30 years 3% 3% 0% 2% 
Over 30 years 6% 4% 0% 4% 
Other/prefer not to 
answer 
0% 3% 0% 2% 
 
Participants were asked to respond to several questions regarding their formal 
involvement with DL initiatives within the community (Table 14). Roughly one-fourth of 
participants reported that they were approaching digital literacy through their primary roles as an 
educator (38%) at either the K-12 (26%) or higher (12%) level, or through a community non-for-




responded they served as providers of training or skill building around digital literacies (42%) 
with a slightly higher percentage identifying their role as supporters of said training (45%). 
Almost a tenth considered themselves as recipients of digital literacies training (12%), which 
reflects the emergent state of the group and subsequent learning mode many participants found 
themselves in around this topic. As stated by one participant working in county government:  
I think as a community and as a region we’re still trying to figure that out and I don’t 
think there is any one voice that is championing it to be honest or if it is definitely under 
the radar because prior to [Participant 23’s] introduction you know I was not specifically 
aware of any digital literacy initiatives in our community and that was something I should 
know given the position that I have in this organization if there is digital literacy I should 
probably- I may not need to know everything about it but I need to know what’s going 
on.  
 
The high percentage of individuals serving in provider roles may correspond with 
participants’ formal leadership responsibilities. Over one-third (35%) of participants reported 
formal leadership responsibilities towards DL, primarily either through an administrative (41%) 



















Primary Role     
Parent 0% 3% 0% 2% 
Businessperson/entrepreneur 3% 6% 0% 5% 
Government/city official 14% 8% 13% 10% 
Educator (k-12)  6% 35% 25% 26% 
Educator (college, university) 17% 9% 13% 12% 
Librarian 9% 15% 13% 13% 
Religious Leader 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Non-for-profit member/volunteer 49% 23% 25% 31% 
Other 3% 1% 13% 2% 
Primary Role Function     
Recipient  3% 18% 0% 12% 
Provider 37% 42% 63% 42% 
Supporter  60% 38% 38% 45% 
N/A 0% 1% 0% 1% 
Formal Position Responsibility     
Yes 51% 26% 50% 35% 
No 34% 50% 25% 44% 
Don't know 14% 24% 25% 21% 
 
Participants in administrative roles reported titles such as President, Director, or Chief 
Information Officer. When asked about their main responsibilities, responses reflected various 
degrees of engagement with digital literacies, with most of the administrative roles reporting 
organizational oversight or budgeting responsibilities around programs and day-to-day 
operations. Individuals reporting professional learning positions were more directly tied to digital 
literacies, with titles such as Master Technology Training, Library Director, Training Director, 
Lead Mentor, Director of Professional Learning. Main responsibilities reported for this category 
of leadership role primarily focused on overseeing technology or STEM-related programming 
within their organization or for a specific audience such as youth. Eighteen percent of 




technology or innovation for their organization. Most participants, however, reported they did 
not have formal responsibilities for DL development (44%) or that they were unsure if it was 
included or not (21%). This lack of direction and the challenge it presents to participants working 
in this area is further explored in subsequent sections.  
4.3.2 Community Sector Participation   
Participants involved in DL initiatives represented a cross-section of the community with 
all sector categories represented. Table 15 contains a review of the sector categories explored in 







Community Sectors Involved in Digital Literacy Initiatives 
 
Sector  Types of Organizations Community Examples 
Education • K-12 public school districts, 
private, charter, and 
alternative schools  
• Community and vocational 
colleges 
• Universities  
• Peoria Public School District 
150  
• Quest Charter Academy 
• Illinois Central College  




• Libraries  
• Museums  
• Archives 
• Peoria Public Library  
• Fondulac Library 
• Riverfront Museum  
Civic/ 
Government 
• Local government (city, 
county, region)  
• Development councils  
• Regional entities  
• City of Peoria  
• GP Economic Development 
Council  
• Regional Board of Education  
Community • Community non-profit 
organizations 
• Youth clubs  
• Makerspaces, technology 
incubators 
• FIRST Lego League 
• 4-H 
• The Nest  
• River City Labs 
Private • Industry 
• Personal, small business  
• Caterpillar, Inc.  
• Lux Blox   
Other • Vocational unions 
• Professional and educational 
associations  
• Regional and national 
initiatives  
• Society for Women in 
Engineering (SWE)  
• Illinois Computing Educators 
(ICE) 
• ILEAD USA 
 
Sector representation of all study participants (interviews and survey) is reflected in 
Figure 5 (n=121). In this pie chart, as compared to Table 4, a new category was created to reflect 
participants holding multiple relevant co-memberships, such as serving as a volunteer coach for 
the FIRST Lego League (community organization) and being employed at Caterpillar, Inc 







Study Participants by Sector 
 
A further breakdown of participants involved in the education sector can be found in 
Figure 6, which shows the participation split across K-12, community college, and universities. 
As shown, most of the participants (70%) from the educator sector reflected in Figure 6 came 
from K-12 school districts; this is unsurprising considering the educational context in which 
digital-literacy related programs occur. High participation from the education sector also 
parallels work occurring within the area, where many of the programs offered are targeted to K-
12 students and engage K-12 teachers as volunteers. The remaining 30% of participants were 






















Participants by Education Sub-Sectors 
 
Individuals engaging in community initiatives often do so from multiple points of entry, 
particularly through the intersection of professional and personal interests. Within the current 
study, almost a quarter (21%) of participants were engaged through multiple organizations in 
digital literacy programming (as reflected in Figure 5). Figure 7 further clarifies what sectors 
these co-memberships represent within the current study. As shown, the highest sub-sector for 
multiple participation is within Community (34%) and Education (28%), followed by Private 














Participants by Multiple Membership Sub-Sectors 
 
Most of the co-membership reported by participants involved voluntary engagement in 
technology-related community programming for youth (34%), such as via 4-H or FIRST Lego 
League or through community makerspaces. The large number of educators (28%) follows the 
trend of high Education participation, as previously noted in Figure 5. The Other (14%) category 
includes participation in professional associations, such as Illinois Computing Educators (ICE) or 
Society of Women in Engineering (SWE). As shared by participants, part of the reason for co-
membership across the Private and Other categories is due to formalized employer support. 
Caterpillar provides a specific, and the primary, example within the community. As one of the 
largest employers in the area, supporting local STEM-related programming is connected 





















within the community via various programming initiatives. As one participant with formal 
outreach responsibilities as part of her job at Caterpillar stated:  
So, we have this STEM strategy council from within Caterpillar. And we don’t have 
enough money so it’s bringing all of us together that are doing STEM outreach and trying 
to see what we’re doing. And then mobilizing our volunteer army and that’s really the 
biggest part of my job is I try to create opportunities for employees to do outreach. The 
biggest chunk of that is through FIRST, the various levels of the robotics programs. We 
do a few college things just because it’s grandfathered into my duties, but I don’t think- I 
mean I do it but it’s not what I think of as my job. We have a small library of things that 
people can take to classrooms or boy scouts or girl scouts but it’s really about facilitating 
getting other people to go out into the community and do outreach is my main- what I do. 
 
Another reason is professional interest directly related to job responsibilities. Within the 
private sector, Caterpillar supports employee membership in professional associations such as 
Society of Women in Engineering (SWE) and the National Society of Black Engineers (NSBE), 
which offer their own volunteer programming activities. Several participants also mentioned the 
importance of membership with professional associations, like Illinois Computing Educators 
(ICE), or partnership in programs, like ILEAD USA8,  for information, practice, or resources 
around technology. One participant explicitly mentioned ICE in helping her prepare for her 
school district role:  
I've volunteered for ICE. I was at the first group meeting that formed a chapter in our 
central Illinois area. So, I got involved in leading that group just by volunteering and 
being part of the ICE governing board. And then of course, presenting at the ice 
conference. So, anything and everything that I could get involved in that I knew would 
lead me down to another path for us here (at school district). I just took the extra time and 
tried to learn as much as I could because it was so new. Um, and I was coming in as a 
classroom teacher that I wanted to get involved with the right organizations to be able to 
lead us. 
 
8 ILEAD (Innovative Librarians Explore, Apply and Discover) USA is a continuing education initiative to support 
the use of participatory technology to solve a community problem developed by the Illinois State Library and 




4.3.3 Community Digital Literacy Partnerships  
In total, 256 organizations were identified as being involved with DL-related work within 
the Peoria community, found through document analysis of organizational materials (i.e., reports, 
flyers, marketing brochures) and websites following the process described in Chapter 3.  
Figure 8 presents the social network visualization of these digital-literacy-related 
partnerships. It should be noted that this visualization reflects a specific snapshot in time, 
bounded by the period of data collection and limited by information sourced from accessible 
documents. While it may not be completely accurate in reflecting the entirety or partnerships 
within the community, it does help identify what types of partnerships were present, who were 
the major organizations involved in digital-literacy-related work, and the different sub-sectors of 











Community Partnerships Visualization Legend 
 
Vertex Color Sector  
Light green  Education  
Dark blue Community  
Dark green Library/Museum  
Red Civic/Government 
Orange Private industry  
Light blue Other  
Vertex size  Size according to number of partnership relationships of any type (i.e., 
degree).   
Vertex Shape Sub-Sector Category  Description 
Disk Educational  Public and private education-focused 
institutions 
Solid square Support/Resource Communities of practice, professional 
associations, libraries, museums  
Square Civic/Government  Government organizations, departments, and 
foundations 
Diamond Retail/Utility/Service  Private industry services including retail, 
utilities, etc. 
Triangle Philanthropic/Charitable  Charitable and religious organizations and 
community foundations 
Edge Color Relationship Type Description 
Purple Partner  Collaborator for organizational program, 
service, or event 
Blue Member Organizational member of larger 
organization (i.e., internal department or sub-
organization) 
Green Sponsor Financial partner, non-specific  
 
Types of Partnerships  
The visualization helps identify different types of partnerships involved in DL-related 
programming within the community.  Three main types of relationships were identified within 
the community around DL-related initiatives: Partner, Member, and Sponsor relationships. 
Partner relationships reflected support of organizational programs or services.  Partner 
relationships are often more resource-intensive than the other two relationships, as organizational 




events. Of the 500 relationships reflected in Figure 8, Partner relationships accounted for over 
half (62%) of those present within the community, the highest relationship type. Sponsor 
relationships (27%) are those that provide general, non-specific financial support of an 
organization. These relationships often involve broader sub-sectors of the community, as sponsor 
organizations do not necessarily need to provide expertise in digital literacy or related concepts 
(see section below for more information). Finally, Member relationships reflect relationships 
within the same larger organizational unit, for example, connections between departments or 
units. These relationships accounted for 11% of those within the community around DL but are 
important to include as a more fine-grained view of entry points to specific collaborators within 
larger organizational entities.  
Organizations Most Involved in Digital Literacy 
Thirteen organizational entities accounted for over 70% of the DL-related relationships 
within the community, as found through a social network analysis of over 200 collected 
documents and webpages. Specifics on how these documents were identified is further clarified 
in Chapter 3, and it should be noted that completeness was limited by accessible documents. 
Table 17 lists the top organizations involved in digital-literacy-related work within the 
community as well as the breakdown of relationship types in which they are engaged. Larger 
organizational entities are listed with any relevant sub-departments or units listed after (i.e., 
Extension and 4-H are a part of the University of Illinois and are the university units most active 
within the community around DL.) Organizations with an asterisk (*) reflect those that are 
unique in that they reflect established community events (i.e., Ignite Peoria is an annual 
exhibition and home of the Midwest Makerfest), or reflect national programs (i.e., FIRST Lego 
League (FLL), Project Lead the Way) with local chapters. In the case of the latter, local chapters 




objectives. Often, the process of how to start a chapter, participate in activities, and the roles for 
volunteers/participants are clearly laid out, thus making them an easier entry point for the 
community to engage around DL-related topics as compared to community-created initiatives.  
Table 17 
 













38% 0% 63% 64 
University of Illinois 
(Extension, 4-H)  
UIUC 
81% 15% 3% 59 




51% 49% 0% 49 
Caterpillar, Inc. CAT 57% 9% 35% 46 
Bradley University  












8% 0% 92% 37 


















100% 0% 0% 13 
PPr   Project Lead the 
Way* 
PLtW 
100% 0% 0% 10 
 
Figure 9 provides a social network visualization of the top 13 organizational entities, 
which provide more nuance in understanding Table 17. By looking at organizations with a high 




Peoria Playhouse Children’s Museum (PPCM)), we can see that they largely are the recipients of 
sponsorships from other organizations mostly unconnected to digital-literacy-related 
programming given the lack of inter-network ties from sponsoring organizations. In comparison, 
the green lines occurring within the inter-network cluster at the center of the visualization reflect 
sponsorship relationships around digital literacy, of which there were much fewer. This result 
may help identify those organizations with the most means to financially support DL-related 
initiatives, as well as identify organizations which may be limited in their ability to provide 
monetary resources. For example, organizations more heavily reliant upon sponsorships (such as 
PRFM or PPCM) may not have the flexibility in their budget to be large contributors to 
community programming. However, as evidenced by the larger connection of partnership 
relationships (purple edges) from the Peoria Riverfront Museum, these organizations may be 










Partner relationships can also help identify organizational sub-units more open to 
collaboration. The University of Illinois (UIUC) and Bradley (B-Bradley) are two large 
organizational units involved in digital literacy in the Peoria area but can be difficult to navigate 
for community members in terms of knowing who would be receptive to collaboration, 
identifying possible partners, or finding appropriate gate-keepers for information. The Center of 
STEM Education and the Turner Center for Entrepreneurship are two units within Bradley that 
are more heavily involved in supporting programming within the community and therefore may 
be key places to seek out connections. Similarly, one could use partnership relationships to 
identify smaller organizations that may not initially be considered when thinking of digital 
literacy. For example, the Tri-County Urban League emerged as a top organizational entity 
within the community for both partnerships and sponsorships.  
Membership (blue edge) relationships help identify ways in which involved organizations 
are connected. The high number of membership relationships from Peoria Public Schools (PPS) 
is due to the number of individual school districts that make up the public-school system within 
the community, for example. However, in visualizing its relationships with Project Lead the Way 
(PLtW), it can be seen that this partnership occurs at the level of individual districts, rather than 
district-wide. This could be indicative of collaborations that result primarily through the efforts 
of individuals. While the relationship may be strong, it may also indicate a lack of institutional 
support or infrastructure which means the collaboration may be at risk should there be personnel 
changes.   
 In summary, the figures above help reflect the structure of relationships among 
organizations around DL-related programming. Identifying the type of relationship (Partner, 




are connected and possible considerations for longer-term organizing. The next section focuses 
specifically on organizing processes around digital literacy within the community.  
4.4 Organizing Processes at Work  
A focus of this dissertation was to explore the processes and mechanisms that support and 
hinder community organizing around digital literacy (RQ2). The following section shares results 
from data analyses of interviews, documents, and survey questions to identify some of the main 
mechanisms, hindrances, and tensions that exist within the community around digital literacy 
programming. Given the large number of organizations from a variety of community sectors 
involved in DL-related initiates, the first section examines community understandings of digital 
literacy. The second section focuses on exploring key events and milestones identified by 
community members around digital literacy organizing. The final section focuses on mechanisms 
for support and hindrances.  
4.4.1 Community Understandings of Digital Literacy  
As reflected in Table 18, survey participants reported different preferences for which 
terms they would use to describe their work, with most preferring to use the terms “STEM 
education” (50%) or “technology education” (53%)—not surprising considering most of the 
survey participants were from the educational sector. However, almost half (42%) of survey 
participants did identify “digital literacy” as reflective of their professional responsibilities. The 
percentage of participants who identified digital literacy as a term is comparable to other terms 









Digital-literacy-related Terms Participants Used to Describe Their Work 
 
TERMS % Describes Work 
Technology education 53% 
STEM education 50% 
STEAM education  43% 
Digital literacy 42% 
Making or maker culture 29% 




Note. Sub-totals do not add up, as participants could select multiple terms  
 
How are Community Members Conceiving of Digital Literacy?  
Analysis of interviews allows for a more nuanced understanding of the term, even though 
participants were mixed about their familiarity with the concept. Several went so far as to 
mention they were tempted to look it up, “just to be sure” or “to familiarize” themselves with the 
term before the interview occurred. Almost half of the interview participants, when asked about 
their understanding of the term digital literacy, responded hesitantly in describing it and 
employed phrases like “I guess,” “I think,” or “I assume,” to preface their responses. A regional 
educator lamented that even if a definition exists, it is not enough to inform her work and the 
work of her districts. This was mentioned as a major challenge in collaborating to support digital 
literacy development in the community:  
In my interactions with our districts and then at the state level I don’t feel like its [digital 
literacy] talked about. I don’t feel like there is a good definition of it so I feel at a lost 
because of my lack of skill but because of the lack of this definition I don’t even know 
who I would go to reach out for additional information. I mean this is all new to me you 
know so I just wanted to put that out there, there is not an unwillingness there is just 
again you don’t know what you don’t know so unless somebody throws it in my path and 
I don’t know who we should be interacting with. 
 
Part of the challenge of defining the concept for participants is that many saw digital 




think everything can fall into digital literacy one way or another so to say what it is or is not…. I 
think everything can fall into a slot under the umbrella [of digital literacy].” Participants 
frequently mentioned the ubiquitousness of technology as a motivator and rationale for 
developing digital literacy, as well as for explaining what it was. Throughout interviews, many 
participants often pointed to their phones (which were mostly sitting on the table during the 
interview) as a response to the questions of how they would define the term and how it was 
important to their community.   
Individuals across sectors (education, private, community) frequently mentioned 
problem-solving through the utilization of technology as an important part of digital literacy. 
With the assumed ubiquitiousness of technology, there was an acknowledgement among 
participants that while fluency with specific applications, tools, or platforms was important, an 
essential part of digital literacy was developing skills for how individuals could maximize 
technological affordances to solve problems. “They’re [kids] being hand-fed everything as far as 
information goes and if Google doesn’t tell them exactly what they are looking for then they 
move on instead of trying to find those answers and teaching the skills to get those answers,” was 
a point of discussion among an interview with educators and librarians. The point was echoed by 
a K-12 educational administrator who said: “It’s more about the soft skills than content. For me. 
I don’t want kids to memorize stuff ‘cuz it’s irrelevant. They don’t need to anymore (picks up 
phone) – everyone has one of these. But how, but how they do things with that 
information…that’s where it’s at.”  
 Participants from higher education also identified problem-solving as an important skill, 
along with elements of perseverance and creativity. Given the accessibility of technology, 




as a Google search to answer any question they have,” while also noting the convenience of 
technology often left much to be desired in how their students responded to difficulties and 
persevered through challenges. As stated by one community college administrator, getting 
students to problem solve on their own without “giving up too soon, or contacting the instructor 
to say ‘this doesn’t work or I can’t find it’… having them put in a little more effort is what I am 
mostly concerned about.” The sentiment was echoed by an academic librarian who further 
clarified the importance of not just being able to find information to solve a problem but also 
knowing how to ask appropriate questions to sift through information found online. Much of her 
work is focused on teaching literacy skills to college students, and she reflected that:  
Other things I do is going in the classrooms at school to teach about how to use a digital 
database, so they know how to navigate appropriately and how to search something. I 
find that you ask a question, you know ‘what’s the best type of cat to own’ they’ll go to 
Google and type - what’s the best type of cat to own. They don’t know how to narrow 
down types of cats and or, you know, regions, or that sort of thing. 
 
Many participants talked about the importance of digital literacy developing a fail-
forward mentality and encouraged learning through practice and experimentation. Participants 
teaching in both formal and informal educational spaces often spoke of experiences they had 
with learners where a big part of the learning was focused on developing capacity to continue a 
process despite encountering difficulties. Speaking of the tendency for many children to get 
frustrated easily, participants talked at length about how to encourage learning from failure, 
experimenting with different approaches if one didn’t work, and relying upon the expertise of 
their peers—goals in their workshops and lessons using technology. As stated by one interviewee 
who teaches STEM-focused workshops at the local museum:  
I see a lot in my workshops the idea that my project failed, it didn’t work the way I 
wanted it to and then that’s it they’re done. And then I say, ‘oh wait, wait, you’re not 
done, are you?’ Like let’s try again, like what can we do to change what didn’t go as 




enough or do you want to try again and see if we can make this work the way that you 
thought?  A lot of our workshops here involve trial and error - the boat workshop, the 
rocket workshop, the marble run activity where you might have to edit several times 
before anything happens. I think that when you do activities like that it also helps to 
cultivate a sense of patience you know and to help children understand and appreciate 
experimentation and to answer their own questions and you know to spend more time 
making real observations and to collaborate with other kids or other adults and see how 
other people have done things and see how that might affect the way that they’ve chosen 
to do their own projects, so many things. I think far too often we just give kids the 
answers and that doesn’t help anything. You know they need to be able to come up with 
their own answers and surprise themselves.  
 
While more general skills related to information searching, problem-solving, and 
experimentation were a common point of discussion, more specific skills were also mentioned. 
Coding was mentioned frequently in interviews, though there was some disagreement over 
whether coding fell under the aegis of digital literacy for some participants. “When you get to the 
programming aspect of things, to me those are computer coding skills and not necessarily a 
digital literacy question,” stated one public librarian. However, others in that same focus group 
questioned that statement by identifying programming occurring in schools and libraries using 
coding to teach technology skills via the use of Arduinos, Ozobots, or Raspberry Pis.  
Other participants mentioned the importance of coding in understanding how computers 
work, an important foundational skill for modern life. “Computers…they’re everywhere and 
they’re ubiquitous and so if you can really understand how technologies, digital technologies 
work, coding, then you have a much better chance of you know having a job and a well-paid 
career,” mentioned one educator. The coding-good career connection was echoed by other 
participants. One specifically mentioned how both her daughter and her daughter’s boyfriend 
were encouraged to take coding classes, even as biology majors, and how he currently works at 




doing? But the literature and reading we’re seeing more and more of a need for students to be 
able to code at least one computer language,” she finished.  
Outside of the connection between coding and career preparation, other participants 
spoke about how understanding how computers and different technologies work can help 
learners develop personal ownership and agency by understanding how they can impact 
technologies. One college professor spoke about his “playgramming” class, where designers 
were taught how to program. And, while the teaching may have been focused on mastering a 
particular language, the education came from learning a process on how to approach problems. 
“It’s like we trick them into learning to think procedurally by telling them they are learning this 
tool,” he reflected, “and then suddenly, they are able to apply that deeper skill to a lot more 
processes and it becomes less intimidating.” As summed up by one educator who teaches 
robotics at a local museum:  
I hope they walk away from the class having learned the tools that they use every day - 
they’re not mindless…that they learn to think about ok well I have this tool and I can use 
this app on a smart phone and this is why it works but actually the reason it responds to 
me is because there is a code inside of it that somebody had to give it and in order for it 
to learn in order to understand my communication to it. That’s really the idea that I try to 
drive home is your computer is just metal and plastic and a human has to give it a code, 
has to give it a way of understanding a way of what humans want from it. It doesn’t just 
know…it’s not magic, right? And I think that is really difficult for kids to grasp hold of in 
a real way. They might understand that sure, this thing is not going to do stuff on its own 
but being able to think through the process and then learning that it’s not just somebody 
out there who you know is super smart and well achieved that can create that program, 
but I can create that too. And you know having some ownership over that and feeling 
confident when approaching a piece of technology that they can think about how it 
works, and they can probably even alter the way that it works.  
 Even with varying levels of familiarity with the term digital literacy, participant 
responses did coalesce around several dimensions—specifically, how digital literacy should 




related to information searching as well as general perspectives towards learning in a digital 
environment.  
Sources of Understanding Digital Literacy  
Across sectors, interview participants often relied upon personal examples and 
professional experiences to articulate their understanding of digital literacy if they were unsure 
of the formal definition. One commonly noticed habit was the reliance upon children’s (either 
their own or others) perceived and observed technology habits and behaviors to motivate the 
need for focusing on digital literacy as a community. As stated by one educator with teenagers: 
“I just think they are so technology literate. (Pause). Well, no, what they are good at is watching 
TV on their phone. And simulcasting the YouTube makeup tutorial onto the big screen. I 
realized – Ohhhhh - what skills do they really have? Can they code? No. Can they do an excel 
spreadsheet? I don’t think so. But that is what the businesses want.”  Similarly, a county 
employee used his children’s perceived future preferences and habits to extrapolate the 
importance of digital literacy skills to access changing municipal resources by stating:  
I have two teenagers at home, and I recognize that when they’re adults they are not going 
to want to come to the courthouse to conduct their business. They’re going- in fact 
they’re not even going to want to use a desktop computer. They’re going to want to use a 
tablet, a smartphone, wearable technology or whatever the next evolution is that we 
haven’t even thought of yet to conduct their county business - whether that’s paying their 
taxes, whether that’s paying a speeding ticket, or trying to get a copy of their birth 
certificate or building permit or anything along those lines and we need to be in a position 
to be able to do that. It’s getting our youth to a point where they can be successful in 
modern society once they become adults which is incredibly technology driven. 
Several other participants mentioned the challenges they saw their children encountering 
around technology as indicative of the need for digital literacy. The term “digital native”9 was 
often used but in a way that signified a familiarity with a world where technology enabled quick 
 
9 A concept popularized by Marc Prensky in a 2001 article that faces a variety of criticism due to its generational 




access to information and the expectation of access, not necessarily competency in using digital 
tools or technologies. “I feel like as a parent one of the problems I see in my kids is they are not 
being taught to me guess revise and revisit and work until something is done,” stated one 
interviewee. She then told a story of her son helping her edit together a video for a collaboration 
she had done with the local symphony. While she applauded her son’s ability to put together a 
nice product, she reported feeling his lackluster response for feedback on how to improve the 
video and make it better as indicative of his training to persevere at something beyond simple 
accomplishment of a task, stating: “Educationally this idea that a thing doing is worth doing well 
I guess is just a bit of a lost art.” Other participants in the interview agreed, discussing how the 
idea of practice and perseverance at something was somewhat missing, given the immediate 
gratification technology often provided.   
Other participants relied upon personal and professional expertise to articulate their 
understanding of digital literacy. Participants working in public or academic libraries often 
connected the concept of digital literacy back to related concepts of information, technology or 
computer literacy. These participants frequently discussed information literacy as a baseline 
competency, encompassing components such as “accessing resources,” “knowing where to go to 
find things,” and “knowing how to navigate resources and databases without freaking out about 
it.” Regardless of the system or application, much of information structure is the same and so 
learning the underlying logic is an essential component for any online activities or processes, 
according to many of the librarians interviewed.  
The importance of baseline information literacy and search skills in relation to digital 




background in business education as well as her millennial status as informing her definition of 
digital literacy as knowing how to navigate information, stating:  
When you said digital literacy, I think of little kids teaching their grandparents how to use 
tablets and smartphones. And in general, like, this skill that was never taught to the 
generation that we are in – millennials – of like, being able to Google things. Which I 
know sounds pretty straightforward, but I’ve noticed that people who either most people 
who are older or grew up after, sort of the, who grew up before the internet really became 
popular, or people who don’t have access to the internet on a regular basis might not be 
able to find the information that they need. So…to me, I think that – oh, anything that 
you want to learn is out there and it just takes a good Google search or knowing where to 
look. But, I realize that some people who haven’t had access to the internet at different 
points in their life may not know how to navigate that digital space. 
 
One academic librarian further commented that literacy also involves a fluency around 
technology even with the most basic of functions, like knowing how to save a file, in addition to 
high-order competencies such as knowing how to determine the credibility of a website. Using 
her professional experience in working with learners of all ages, she wondered aloud if older 
generations were sometimes more digitally literate than they were given credit for, since many 
grew up without the ease of access of Google and had to learn how to source information from 
encyclopedias, card catalogues, or other print-based means. “They probably might do a better job 
of it, since they have a better understanding of how information is structured, stored, organized, 
than younger kids,” she mused.  
Personal experience and professional expertise areas helped inform participants’ 
understanding of digital literacy as a concept, as well as its pertinence to their own lives and the 
lives of those within their community. Understanding the community’s organization around 
digital literacy, however, requires a broader focus. Following a network perspective, the study 
was also interested in exploring the presence or absence of different resources around digital 




relationships participants had with others within their community, and the findings are discussed 
in Section 4.5.  
4.4.2 Key Events and Milestones in Community Digital Literacy Work  
As shared in Chapter 3, engagement with the community began in 2014, through the 
Digital Innovation Leadership Program (DILP), and lasted through 2019 (5 years). Many of the 
early years consisted of site visits and observations, with data collection for this project 
beginning in earnest in 2016. The modified sequential mixed methods design chosen for this 
study incorporated different phases of data collection over a three-year period, thereby allowing 
participants the opportunity to reflect upon the progress they saw within the region around digital 
literacy.  
One of the justifications for selecting Peoria, IL as a case site was the presence of 
organizations and initiatives already involved in digital-literacy-related work. While some 
identifiable groups were present, the community was still in an early state of organizing, with 
much of the work of these groups focused on expanding single programs or occurring within 
organizational silos. In a focus group conducted during the initial interview phase, one 
participant used the phrase “random acts of improvement” to describe work in the region. As 
emphasized by another participant during the same time period:  
We’re just doing lots of little bits and pieces and you know we haven’t come together 
with the big plan yet. What we’re doing is great, I mean its phenomenal and people have 
given us rave reviews for all of it. I don’t know what the right word is….strategic maybe? 
We’re not being as strategic in our activities as we might be. 
This concern around being more strategic and intentional was echoed by other interviewees. 
However, even as participants were able to identify challenges in moving their community 
toward more coordinated digital-literacy-related efforts, there also was an acknowledgement of 




momentum around digital literacy happening in the region. Table 19 reports some of these key 
events, sourced from document analysis and interviews with participants.  
Table 19 
 
Selected Key Events in Peoria, IL 
 
Date  Milestone Event  
September 2014 $300,000 awarded to Center for Digital Inclusion for Illinois Digital 
Innovation Leadership Program (DILP) for 2 years10  
July 2014 4G STEM Camp for 7th & 8th grade girls offered via partnerships with 
DILP, Extension, and Bradley University  
August 2015 Midwest Makerfest joined Ignite Peoria to offer yearly celebration of 
making, arts, and culture in the Peoria region  
April 2015 City of Peoria Chief Innovation Officer position created, along with city 
Innovation Team, after 3-year, $1.5 million grant from Bloomberg 
Philanthropies11 that ended in 201912   
August 2015 Move in school districts towards hiring of formal positions for digital 
instructional support and coaching; all school districts in Peoria county 
implement 1:1 
October 2016 Illinois joined Future Ready Schools, a project of the Alliance for 
Excellent Education13 
 
8th annual Discover Manufacturing Career Expo held to provide local 
high school students with information about local manufacturing careers 
October 2017 Inaugural STEM Symposium, offered by Illinois Central College, for 
over 200 high school students to learn about STEM fields of study 
January 2016 Greater Peoria Economic Development Council (GP EDC) launched 
MakeYourselfGP.org as a career exploration resource for parents, 
students, employers, and educators  14 (now re-titled GP Pathways).   
May 2016 GP EDC announced plan for Catalyst, a proposed entrepreneurial and 
innovation center15 
September 2016  First offering of yearly Peoria Googlepalooza16 by the PROE Center, a 
subsidiary of the Peoria Regional Office of Education  
December 2016 Make, Play, Connect, first unofficial meeting of what will become 














Table 19 Continued 
 
January 2017 Teacher Tuesdays meetings regularized17, providing monthly meetings 
share resources around STEM education and learning  
February 2017 Bradley University’s Convergence Center plans announced18 
August 2017 Tech Teachers/STEM Facebook group created  
January 2018 Caterpillar officially relocated headquarters to Deerfield, IL 
Summer 2018 1st annual Geek Fest at Riverfront Museum offered  
March 2019 Inaugural STEM/STEAM Conference for K-12 Educators offered by 
Bradley University’s STEM Center for Education  
January 2019 Plan for the Peoria Innovation Hub, informed by the Catalyst project, 
announced as part of the Illinois Innovation Network (IIN) along with 
partners: OSF HealthCare, University of Illinois system, Illinois Central 
College, and GP EDC19 
May 2019 Change the Narrative, Peoria Innovation Alliance Launch & Fundraiser  
June 2019 Peoria Regional Office of Education re-boot of organization, promote 
service and coaching model towards advanced education for school 
districts 
August 2019 Peoria Civic Hackathon held to build open data portal (OpenPeoria.com) 
for the community  
 
The above events also reflected various connections among the community around digital 
literacy. While not every event is connected to every organization, they all contributed towards 
an expanded awareness and prioritization of digital literacy across the region and subsequent 
successes. They were also illustrative of several themes within the community that connected to 
organizing processes around digital literacy initiatives—namely, motivation for engagement 
related to goals for regional growth, infrastructure building processes, and the establishment of 
recurring educational opportunities.   
Challenges and Opportunities to Regional Growth  
The key events reflected in Table 19 not only illustrate community growth in digital 








growth priorities and concerns. As will be discussed further in Chapter 5, supporting the 
economic and social viability of the Peoria region is a motivating factor for many participants in 
why they are engaged around digital-literacy-related initiatives. Developing, recruiting, and 
retaining talent to the region to support major employers in healthcare and manufacturing is 
important for long-term regional growth.  
The decision in early 2018 for Caterpillar to re-locate its headquarters from Peoria, IL to 
Deerfield, IL is one major event for the region. Only two years prior, one participant believed an 
announcement of the new headquarters in Peoria would soon take place. While Caterpillar is still 
a presence in the community, the move has impacted the number and time available volunteers 
from this organization must support programming initiatives, both within the public schools and 
community initiatives. As stated by one participant who collaborates frequently with Caterpillar 
employees in her role as community educator:  
Well, I mean I think the workload of their staff has made it a little bit harder for some of 
them that were volunteering a lot. You know, so I think that they are a little more 
strapped for volunteering, or they're don't have as much flexibility in their schedule. I'm 
speaking mostly about the society of women engineer (SWE) volunteers. They have a 
huge presence in a lot of schools and educational outreach, and they have less volunteers 
than they had before all of it. 
 
Key events can also be seen to reflect regional priorities and illustrate the perspective of 
different stakeholders. Initial interviews were held with participants from different sectors of the 
community, stakeholders who were identified around digital literacy. The interview protocol 
included questions asking these stakeholders about how they saw digital literacy skill 
development connecting to regional needs and goals. Interview participants from the 
civic/governmental sector tended to talk about the motivation for engagement with digital 
literacies and its importance to the region situated within a broader narrative of economic and 




local industry,” and “talent pipeline” to explain why they felt developing digital literacies was 
important. Industry sector participants more specifically discussed the importance of skills and 
competencies they looked for within future employees—not only the baseline technology and 
computer skills like how to type, work an Excel sheet, or know simple coding but also basic 
problem-solving skills. The concept of self-directed learning—how to approach and find answers 
to a problem you are facing without having to ask someone for the answer but be able to engage 
in that process yourself—was brought up by several private industry participants. Community 
events like the annual Discover Manufacturing Expo and the creation of the GP Pathways site, 
hosted through the Greater Peoria Economic Development Council and created with input from 
local businesses, are examples of community events that reflect the priorities toward talent 
development within the region.   
Participants in the education sector reported different struggles. While understanding the 
need to prepare individuals for success in future jobs that will most likely rely on highly 
developed technology skills, educators reported a disconnect between students’ use of 
technology and their understanding of technology and the challenges this gap posed to 
educational priorities. When local businesses were provided with feedback that students lacked 
basic computer skills, one educator reflected upon her experience with her own children and how 
her perception of their digital literacy has shifted after realizing that their use of technology did 
not equate with technical skills: “I just think they are so technology literate…but they don’t care 
about Word, Outlook, doing a spreadsheet or running a PowerPoint.” She went on to lament 
about how even as businesses ask about students’ basic computer skills—like using Microsoft 
Office applications—schools are pushed to drop basic computer classes to focus on more 




between educational priorities and laying a foundation of basic skills as it related to preparing 
students for trending careers, specifically in the gaming and computer science fields:  
I find it kind of humorous that I really expect my students to have better computer skills 
when they walk in the door and they really don’t. You know I’m still showing them 
different tricks on Excel that they’ve never heard of and you know my 9-year-old is 
doing her homework on a computer. So how is it not translating into better skills when 
they walk in the door? One of the problems I’ve heard of recently on campus is a lot of 
the students that are coming into specifically computer science and gaming and they are 
in that field because they love to play games, right? And their math skills are so weak that 
they’ll never be able to function in that and getting them to accept that is really a 
limitation and if they can’t pony up on the math skills that they will have to choose 
another career path. It just seems like there are some disconnects between the capacity to 
do that kind of work and what they’re seeing.   
 
These and other similar comments reflect challenges in preparation and education around 
technology faced by educators. Many educators are involved in digital literacy work because of 
personal interest or because they have access to technology through their schools that they want 
to better integrate into their teaching. Their challenges, however, lie in how to implement 
technology more effectively and intentionally in their teaching. The creation of the Teacher 
Tuesdays group, the inaugural STEM/STEAM Conference for K-12 teachers offered by Bradley 
University’s Center for STEM Education, and the Regional Office of Education’s Peoriapalooza 
are all examples of community events created to support and train community educators.  
 Other events reflect shifting foci within the community around topics like innovation and 
entrepreneurship, which intersect with digital literacies. The launch of the Peoria Innovators 
Alliance in May 2019 aims to bring more attention to the entrepreneurial work occurring within 
the Greater Peoria region, both as a marketing and recruitment tool for local talent. The Peoria 
Innovation Hub is a work in progress but has a stated mission20 to help springboard innovation 






stakeholders are invested in these projects, including OSF Healthcare, Illinois Community 
College, the University of Illinois System, and the Greater Peoria Economic Development 
council. There is excitement about the possibilities these initiatives will bring the region 
alongside questions about their integration with the community and anticipated impact. While 
the impact of these newer initiatives remains to be seen, the community is still moving forward 
to continue to build capacity around digital literacies. The following two sections focus on two 
dimensions for capacity-building: emerging infrastructure processes and ongoing educational 
opportunities.  
Emerging Infrastructure for Community Capacity-Building 
The involvement of multiple sectors and actors means coordination and communication 
of activity can be difficult. Fully describing the participation of multiple stakeholders can be 
equally challenging. Table 19 also reflects ways the community has begun to establish 
infrastructure for building community capacity around digital literacies. Efforts to establish 
annual programming, for example, and provide events that support sector-specific efforts have 
begun to increase the visibility of and capacity for digital literacy within the region.  
The establishment of annual programs has helped raise awareness of and for digital 
literacy. Perhaps the largest example is the creation of Illinois Ignite, a partnership between 
River City Labs’ Midwest Makerfest and the Peoria Arts Council. This yearly venue draws in 
over 3,000 participants and showcases the making and arts culture in the region. In addition to 
the presence of River City Labs and other regional makerspaces, Illinois Ignite includes booths 
and demonstrations from a variety of community stakeholders such as the Central Illinois 
Robotics Club, local STEM/STEAM industries such as Lux Blox, and others. Incorporating the 
Makerfest into an exhibition-arts-related programming expanded the visibility of programs and 




such as the 4G STEM Camp has provided new venues to introduce youth to digital-literacy-
related topics such as STEM/STEAM while also providing venues for new cross-sector 
collaborations. The Teacher Tuesday group, for example, makes it a point to reach out to various 
community organizations who have relevant perspectives to share with their members. The 
monthly gatherings, held at different community locations such as the Peoria Playhouse 
Children’s Museum, River City Labs makerspace, or the Peoria Riverfront Museum, offer 
specific skills-development workshops unique to each hosting organization. Additionally, they 
provide opportunities for the hosting organization to share information about the relevant 
services they can offer Teacher Tuesday members. Such practice has led to several spin-off 
collaborations, either through additional programming with individual teachers or via follow-up 
visits to the host location with educators and their classes.  
Infrastructure is also being formalized to support sector-specific capacity-building, most 
notably within the education sector, where formal staff positions were created to provide 
coaching and instructional support to teachers around technology. As districts began going 1:1 
(one device to every child), educational leaders realized there was a gap in how prepared their 
teachers were to incorporate technology within the classroom. While district technology 
coordinator positions existed, many of these staff roles focused on hardware and software 
maintenance and installation. However, starting in the 2015-2016 academic year, districts started 
incorporating staff lines focused purely on curriculum or instructional learning support. One 
interviewee who serves as a digital learning coach described the difference in this way:  
In the past technology coordinators or directors just took care of the IT side and they 
didn't overflow into teaching the new ways of learning when it comes to technology in 
the classroom. My specialty is being a teacher and being in the classroom and knowing 
how to use the tools to be more innovative. I’m the person that goes in and can help you 





Alongside these new positions are emerging processes to share knowledge across districts. 
Several digital learning coaches have initiated a peer group to share knowledge and best 
practices with one another regarding their newly created positions. Teacher Tuesdays and the 
subsequent Tech Educators Group on Facebook are initiatives started by community-facing 
organizations to support knowledge sharing and develop local communities of practice around 
STEM/STEAM education.  
More broadly, the Regional Office of Education’s (RoE) programs and services also 
reflect the creation of responsive structures that are focused on serving educators’ needs around 
technology training across school districts. Undergoing a complete revisioning of their mission 
in early 2019, the RoE decided to re-focus its efforts on professional learning after an extensive 
feedback process to determine the needs of its districts. Now, rather than creating a prescribed 
workshop on a pre-determined topic, RoE staff are adopting a coaching mentality to meet 
districts where they are—literally. “It’s a complete reboot,” described one interviewee: “We’re 
shutting down the ‘come, sit, and get’ and completely shifted our model based on your data, your 
needs, and then we’ll come to you if you need support…and that support can look different.” 
Changes in existing work processes and the creation of entirely new ways of doing things reflect 
emergent coordination structures to capture knowledge and support learning around digital 
literacies.  
Establishing Ongoing Educational Opportunities  
One of the most obvious infrastructure improvements is the creation of various recurring 
programming opportunities. These events support technology education and implementation for 
educators and students within the community. Googlepalooza, a day-long institute supported by 




needs. As stated by one participant in explaining the rationale for moving to a technology-focus 
for the ROE’s yearly institute,  
Everybody is trying to do something with technology in their school districts so a lot of 
them are oh well go one to one, that’s the thing everybody is going one to one. But when 
we actually step into the classrooms, for a large part…..Now we have some go-getters 
that are doing some amazing things but for a large part that is not a skill set that is really 
built in our teachers -  how to integrate technology into the teaching and the learning 
process. So what we’re finding is they’re still teaching the same way, kids are practicing 
and doing projects the same way and then we have this technology piece over here. So 
we’re hoping by building digital literacy, teaching the teachers how to use the technology 
in an integrated approach rather then this other thing that’s sitting over here, that we’ll 
see better results in student’s outcomes. 
 
Now, over three years later, the event has been rebranded as Peoriapalooza and has 
evolved alongside the changing professional development needs of district educators. These 
include dedicated sections for open discussion by grade-level and opportunities for each district 
to showcase innovative teaching practices from their own classrooms. Whereas in the first year 
there was limited participation, now all area school districts participate alongside community 
thought leaders.    
Other notable formal events include the inaugural STEM/STEAM Conference for K-12 
Educators offered by Bradley University’s STEM Center for Education as well as the creation of 
the 4G STEM Camp through Illinois Extension. The STEM/STEAM Conference for K-12 
Educators was open to k-12 educators across the state as well as exhibitioners, with invited 
keynote speakers from the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, MN, and BeyondBenign.com21. Topics 
ranged from broad information about STEAM education to sessions on coding and game design, 
tutorials on specific applications or approaches, and informational-based sessions on how to 
incorporate STEM/STEAM concepts into different class topics. First offered in March 2019, the 






2014 by Peoria’s Illinois Extension office in partnership with Bradley’s Center for STEM 
Education, Greater Peoria Economic Development Council, Workforce Alliance Central Illinois, 
and The Office of Math, Science, and Engineering Technology Education at the University of 
Illinois. A week-long camp day camp open to 35 7th and 8th grade girls from the local 
community, the camp continues to be offered yearly and has since expanded to include a cohort-
based learning and professional development track for local teachers22.  
There has also been a growth in technology-centered practice networks and professional 
learning. One participant mentioned the growth of a network of Google-certified instructors 
within the region, initiatives that are supported by formalized training offered through the Peoria 
ROE. The establishment of Teacher Tuesdays in late 2016 by the Peoria Extension office grew 
from cross-sector discussion between Extension and the local community makerspace, River 
City Labs, who did not have the capacity to support ongoing ad hoc training requests. “When I 
first talked about it, she said I can help get that ball rolling. And I said, take it and I’ll support it,” 
remembers a participant on how the initiative began. Since then, these monthly gatherings are 
free and hosted by local area organizations and agencies such as the Peoria Riverfront Museum, 
River City, Peoria Playhouse, and others. Open for educators working in technology-related and 
STEM/STEAM fields, they offer both information about local resources as well as opportunities 
for area educators to discuss challenges and share best practices. In 2017, this group was 
supplemented by the creation of an online community space through Facebook, administered by 
Extension, that has over 207 current members.  
Opportunities have also been established to support student learning as well. The 4G 







middle school girls and has continued to be offered yearly. Other youth-focused programs 
include the STEM Symposium offered by Illinois Central College as well as opportunities 
created by the Greater Peoria Economic Development Council (GP EDC) and supported by 
community partnerships that focus on career development opportunities within the Peoria area, 
mainly in STEM/STEAM and technology fields. While also educational in nature, the career 
exploration focus part of some of the programs also reflects the second theme, a focus on 
regional growth.  
In summary, these key events represent a sample of important moments to participants 
that reflect the progression of work in the community around digital literacies. They also help to 
illustrate the variety of stakeholders engaged in this work. The next section will delve deeper into 
exploring broader processes at work within the region and focus on the mechanisms that support 
and hinder community organizing around digital literacy.  
4.4.3 Organizing Practices and Main Challenges for Digital Literacy  
 The following section will provide more detail about two related dimensions. First, 
organizing practices which aided coordination around digital literacy initiatives across the 
community will be reviewed. Organizing practices represent individual behaviors, group-level 
processes and workflows, and larger organizational infrastructures put into place that support 
community digital literacy organizing efforts. Next, some of the main challenges faced by 
community members in attempting to initiate and implement these initiatives will be reviewed. 
This section will provide an overview and brief introduction to these dimensions, as they are also 
interwoven throughout this chapter from explorations of who is involved in digital-iteracy-
related work to the final section discussing community information needs. Chapter 5 also covers 




the entire data corpus. Therefore, this section will clarify and summarize the main organizing 
processes and challenges within the community in order to orient the reader in identifying them 
throughout the rest of the chapter.  
Organizing Practice: Venues for Information Sharing  
The first organizing practice centers around community-developed venues and structures 
for information sharing. Given the early stage of organizing across the community, many 
responses reflected information-seeking priorities around digital literacy as participants actively 
sought information about digital-literacy-related concepts. The types of information sought 
reflect individual efforts to both understand the topic domain of digital literacy and digital-
literacy-related concepts, as well as understand the extent and breadth of local resources (see 
Section 4.8). Therefore, organizing practices which encouraged information sharing and access 
to other individuals working in the digital literacy community space were considered necessary 
and beneficial to participants.  
Subsequent sections will talk about individual information-seeking practices that 
supported community knowledge creation around digital literacy. Some of these practices 
occurred at the individual level. For example, benchmarking (Section 4.6.5, 4.8) served to 
provide individuals more information about what peers were doing around digital literacy, 
inspiring ideas around programming and identifying best practices. Vision-casting (Sections 
4.6.5, 4.7.2) was also seen as an important information sharing practice in helping articulate 
possibilities around digital literacy and, more broadly, technology.  
Community member participation in multidisciplinary spaces (Section 4.6.5) was also 
seen as an important organizing practice to support information sharing across sectors. 




various community sectors could meet and exchange ideas. Examples included formal 
appointments on organizational boards, advisory councils, and organizational committees, as 
well as participation in various community organization sponsored events, such as Peoria Ignite 
and the Innovation Alliance Launch (see Section 4.4.2 for examples). It should be noted that 
participants were honest about the challenges of serving on formal boards and committees, even 
as they acknowledged that various appointments had been extremely helpful in initiating 
conversations with peers that ultimately lead to productive relationships and outside 
collaborations. Section 4.6.5 discusses multidisciplinary spaces in more depth, particularly 
regarding leadership around digital literacy. Challenges and opportunities for organizational 
workflows, including committees, are discussed in Section 4.8.2. Further analysis of the 
implications and potential recommendations for supporting effective multidisciplinary spaces is 
also discussed in Chapter 5.  
 The establishment of formal organizational infrastructure also supported organizing 
around digital literacy. One of the most notable ways this occurred within the community was in 
the creation of a dedicated staff role within educational districts to support digital literacy and 
technology integration within schools. This role, most often called a Digital Learning Coach, was 
created during my time with the community and represented a split in the way technology was 
approached within the school districts. Rather than the “technology person” being the traditional 
system administrator overseeing hardware and software, this role was scoped as more of a 
technology curriculum and instruction consultant. The creation of this role not only signaled that 
school districts were taking teacher needs around technology support seriously, but it also 
provided a local, dedicated resource to districts around technology adoption and integration. 




roles established their own processes for collective learning and capacity-building which also 
extended beyond school districts due to participant co-membership in other community sectors.   
Another support mechanism related to organizational infrastructure can be seen in the 
establishment of dedicated resources around digital literacy by community organizations. As 
discussed more in Section 4.8.2, one of the main information needs within the community was 
related to awareness-building. Understanding what was available within the community around 
digital literacy and related topics was an important information need both for general knowledge 
about the range of currently available programs and events as well as for future planning and 
prioritization of potential collaborations and partnerships. During my time with the community, 
several resource sites were established to help aggregate community resources around digital-
literacy-related topics. Examples included Facebook communities established by the Society for 
Women Engineers and Tech Teachers GP, an educational resource page curated by the Peoria 
Innovation Alliance, and the Greater Peoria STEM Collaborative community calendar hosted by 
the Greater Peoria Economic Development Council. Participants also reported more interest in 
local community media outlets around topics related to digital literacy. For example, one 
participant involved with the local community makerspace reported contributing regular copy to 
a local community magazine about the makerspace and broader maker culture and its importance 
for the Peoria region. 
The dedication of organizational resources can also be seen in the number and variety of 
recurring events offered within the community around digital literacy topics. Section 4.4.2 and 
Table 19 highlight several events which have been initiated to support digital literacy across the 
community. Some, like Extension’s 4G STEM Camp, are focused on youth and serve to provide 




FIRST Lego League23 clubs and growing technology-focused 4-H clubs24 highlight the 
investment in various organizations and community volunteers to develop digital literacy in 
youth. As discussed in Section 4.3, these programmatic offerings reflect a range of collaborations 
and partnership relationships among community organizations. Other events—like 
Peoriapalooza, or the STEM Educators Conference—also serve to develop capacity-building 
among educators around how to teach digital literacy, the second organizing practice.  
Organizing Practice: Community Capacity-Building Efforts 
As defined in Chapter 1, community capacity-building is concerned with how various 
community resources (human capital, organizational resources, social capital) can be leveraged 
to address community problems or be otherwise employed for the well-being of the community 
(Chaskin, 2001). As detailed previously, some of the motivation and rationale for focusing on 
digital literacy development originated with goals for regional economic growth. By encouraging 
the development of digital literacy skills, community members could develop local talent for area 
employers while also supporting the creation of a community ecosystem that would be appealing 
in the recruitment of professionals to the region. However, there was also the understanding 
among participants (detailed in Section 4.4.1) that digital literacies were also a more general 
priority for all citizens. Developing skills to utilize technologies, personal habits on how to 
effectively search and leverage information, and competencies related to problem-solving and 
adaptability went beyond the creation of a workforce pipeline—these were literacies that were 
important for active engagement in society. 
To support the development of these literacies, community capacity-building processes 







community-focused events helped provide recurring opportunities for participation around 
digital literacy in the area. The collaborations and partnerships established around various 
programs helped clarify organizational resources and individual expertise within the region 
around digital literacy topics. While further work is still needed within the community around 
information sharing and general awareness building, analysis reflects the success of several 
examples of initial infrastructure development.  
The establishment of ongoing educational opportunities, discussed above, served to 
develop community capacity through both formal and informal training and professional 
development opportunities for educators working to develop digital literacies in others (see 
Section 4.4.2 for more details). The creation of new organizational processes and workflows also 
supported collective learning practices around digital literacy, particularly within organizations. 
Further examples of both professional development and collective learning processes can be 
found in the discussion of the Social Integrator role (Section 4.7.4) and around Organizational 
information needs (Section 4.8).   
In summary, organizing practices around information sharing and capacity-building were 
observed within the community, reflective of successful processes supporting community 
organizing around digital literacy. The next section shifts the focus to examine key challenges 
faced by community members around organizing in this area. As with the discussion of 
organizing practices, key challenges will be presented in an overview form and revisited in more 
depth throughout Chapter 4 and within Chapter 5.  
Challenge: Lack of Direction  
One of the major challenges to digital literacy initiatives across the community was the 
lack of direction felt by participants in key areas. While the efforts of motivated individuals were 




elevate different components of digital literacy efforts to the next level. Participants spoke about 
this lack of direction in various capacities. The first was within the educational sector, related to 
the lack of standards and assessments available around technology-related content, including 
digital literacy. “ISBE (Illinois State Board of Education) doesn’t know where technology goes,” 
stated a regional educational administrator, continuing that “there is no talk about a technology 
plan; the state is really struggling.” Other participants at all levels across education echoed this 
sentiment, describing how the lack of direction related to teaching resources, standards, or 
technology implementation guidelines impacted their ability to provide high-quality content 
around technology. See Section 4.8.2 for a discussion of various educational information needs. 
In the words of another educator: “We are still struggling. I think we’re still struggling with that. 
It’s so funny people think they’re a good teacher just because they have kids do something on a 
computer and that it’s about, no it’s about still it’s quality teaching and learning. That’s hard.” A 
community college administrator specifically mentioned the lack of assessment information 
about successful technology incorporation during a conversation sharing her organization’s 
current process of revising college learning goals. While she was very aware of the importance 
of technology, knowing how to effectively incorporate technology into class curriculum was 
another matter. She reflected: “So it’s easy to say yah well we do technology in our classes, but 
are you actually teaching it, are you actually assessing it is where the question lies.” 
Lack of direction was also related to a perceived lack of information and data. 
Organizations reported a lack of available information about baseline literacy competencies and 
technology access that would help them identify priorities, organize joint efforts, or motivate 
new partnerships. However, there is a lack of data about how to better reach different segments 




capacity or resources, technical assistance, to develop a communications plan with us so that we 
do know exactly how much resources should go towards communication,” stated one city 
employee working with data analytics on various community innovation projects. As discussed 
in Section 4.8.2, many of the transitions in city government to online resources have also left 
officials with questions around the city’s responsibility to help develop digital literacy skills.   
 An academic librarian also spoke about the challenges with the lack of organizational 
processes that would be helpful in her role as an information literacy specialist. Her institution 
does not offer any kind of formal student orientation or technology aptitude assessment to 
students: 
That's a huge area of need, a big hole. We have no data. We don't do any kind of 
prescreen. Um, and then we don't do any kind of post screen. And I think this was a 
problem in K-12 as well. These skills are expected, but they're not ever, we don't…unlike 
how we teach math and English, we don't assess them (technology skills) and we don't do 
a very good job of integrating them into a standard curriculum. 
 
 Lack of direction also reflected participant struggles with organizational processes, 
namely, how to interface productively with organizational systems as well as the lack of 
organizational infrastructure devoted to community outreach (i.e., dedicated staff roles who 
could provide administrative coordination.) As described more fully in Section 4.8.2, discussing 
organizational information needs and identifying and reaching appropriate organizational 
gatekeepers was a hurdle for many participants organizing digital literacy programs.  
More broadly, the lack of direction around digital literacy was also felt by participants 
looking for someone to step up and help direct community-wide organizing efforts. Grassroots 
efforts are volunteer initiated and led. While several successes can be identified within the Peoria 
community around digital literacy, many participants anticipated challenges around growth and 




As detailed in Section 4.3, many participants around this work were volunteers with little formal 
responsibility around digital literacy in their organization. Comments related to “initiative 
fatigue” or being on “too many committees” or simply acknowledging that “I don’t have time for 
that” are a major challenge when large-scale community efforts are required. The challenge of 
overcommitted individuals is presented next.  
Challenge: Overcommitted Individuals  
Analyses of information and leadership networks around digital literacy within the 
community reflect disconnected groups with limited cross-sector nominations and a small group 
of identifiable individuals (see sections 4.6.1, 4.7.1, 4.8.1 for further discussion). While current 
successes around digital literacy could be traced back to individual efforts (i.e., a digital literacy 
coach organizing cross-district learning community; the creation of the Teacher Tuesday 
community of practice by Extension personnel; individual teachers becoming de facto 
technology gurus in their district, etc.) participants were unsure about the scalability of larger 
initiatives without the direction of dedicated personnel. Furthermore, many of the individuals 
already engaged and passionate about digital literacy work in the community were overextended. 
As put by one community college participant recounting a conversation she was having with a 
corporate colleague:  
We are both powers of one that are already doing more then we can handle. So honestly 
that communication, central location piece is maybe not the only problem but it’s… I 
think it would solve…I think there is a lot of good things going on I just don’t think there 
very well advertised or coordinated. 
 
 While Section 4.7 goes into more depth exploring a potential leadership model for 
supporting community organizing, the fact is that many participants struggled with engagement 
of various kinds in their work. Part of it was personal challenges around availability. As put by 




“to be on another committee.” Many participants commented about “initiative fatigue,” 
particularly those who were involved in cross-sector spaces. Even individuals working 
specifically on digital literacy within their own organizations commented about the fatigue and 
information overload they felt around trying to keep educated and informed about the pace of 
technology changes and what that means for digital literacy education (see Section 4.6.3). Part of 
the overload was due to the sheer amount of information out there and the need for help 
identifying vetted resources (see Section 4.8.2). “If I go in an search for a math app, you’re going 
to get a ridiculous amount,” stated one K-12 educator, lamenting that he “didn’t have time to 
learn new things” while trying to meet stated learning objectives and incorporate technology into 
his classroom.  
Another challenge with relying upon or working with overcommitted individuals is the 
impact on programming services and offerings. Within organizational systems, participants 
spoke about wanting to be better resources but lacking the capacity to take on new work when 
meeting basic priorities takes so much time. “I don’t have the time or energy, and I choose not to 
pay attention to it right now” shared one college STEM educator in discussing how she could be 
a better advocate for literacy practices among her faculty colleagues on campus, “but somewhere 
down the road we need to figure out how to get people to pay attention to these things and how 
to inculcate these practices.”  
At the community level, participants also spoke about the difficulties staffing outreach 
programs and events with available volunteers. Part of the rationale for the creation of the 
Teacher Tuesday group, for example, came from an overabundance of workshop requests that 
the local makerspace, River City Labs (RLC) could not fulfill. “It’s the biggest challenge we’ve 




Everyone is willing to share but it’s finding the time to actually share it.” Participants 
acknowledged that the creation of organizational information sharing practices, like the use of 
Slack within RLC, have helped provide low-cost ways to participate in organizational activities. 
However, the reality of increasing community-wide efforts requires individuals to be willing and 
able to contribute time and take on various responsibility for getting things done: two things 
overcommitted individuals do not have. Chapter 5 discusses this tension alongside implications 
of these challenges for community organizing.  
In conclusion, this section focused on presenting organizing processes within the 
community around digital literacy topics. An analysis of community understandings of digital 
literacy helped clarify different perspectives towards defining what digital literacy meant within 
the community. Next, an overview of key events and milestones situated the work of digital 
literacy temporally and highlighted community investment in recurring programming as well as 
community successes. Finally, organizing practices and main challenges for coordinating digital 
literacy within the community were introduced and briefly summarized. The next section 
continues analysis by introducing the social network analysis findings around digital literacy 
leadership and information networks.   
4.5 An Introduction to Digital Literacy Resource Relationships  
The purpose of this section is to introduce the structure of digital literacy resource 
relationships within the current context, via following research questions:  
RQ 3: Is leadership present in this context?  Is there evidence of collective leadership 
(CL) present? 




RQ 5: What are the informational needs of individuals engaged in community-focused 
digital literacy (DL) related initiatives?   
The current section explores all three relationships within the community (i.e., general leadership 
(GEN), information (INFO), and collective leadership (CL)). It should be noted that, for this 
introductory section, the CL network is a flattened representation of the four roles comprising the 
collective leadership model. Note that Section 4.6 focuses on general leadership, but Section 4.7 
provides a more in-depth description of the CL network broken up by roles. Section 4.8 focuses 
on the information network. Data was collected and analyzed from the social network survey, 
where participants responded to three questions asking about their relationships regarding 
different resources for digital literacy. Specifically, these questions were:  
1. Who do you rely upon for leadership related to digital literacy programming?  
(general leadership) 
2. Who do you rely upon for information related to digital literacy programming?  
(information) 
3. Think about the individuals you know most involved in digital-literacy-related 
work in the area. Which, if any, of the four roles do you see these individuals 
playing around digital literacy initiatives? (collective leadership) 
All three relationships were initially visualized using Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale layout method 
(Koren, 2002) to create the network shown in Figure 10 for qualitative analysis. The three 
relationships (general leadership, information, and collective leadership roles) were found to be 
present within the community to various degrees. Following the network visualization legend 
(Table 20), green edges signify general leadership relationships, blue edges signify information 











Legend for Network Visualizations 
 
Vertex Shape Participant Type 
Disc Individual  
Square Organization  
Vertex Color Sector  
Light green  Education  
Dark blue Community  
Dark green Library/museum  
Red Civic/government 
Orange Private industry  
Light blue Other  
Vertex size  Size according to number of peer nominations (i.e., in-degree centrality) 






Table 20 Continued  
 
Edge Opacity Opacity according to reported interactions 
The darker the line, the more frequent and substantial interaction between 
the connected vertices 
Edge Color Relationship Type 
Green  General leadership   
Blue  Information  
Orange Collective leadership  
 
Initial visual analysis of the overall structure of all three relationships reflects a relatively 
sparse network with a slightly denser inner core and several branching structures. Most 
relationships appeared to be either general leadership (green) or collective leadership (orange) 
with fewer information (blue) relationships present. Clustering by connected component (Figure 
11) provides an easier way to view the different sub-groups present in the network; these reflect 
groups that are connected to each other but not to other vertices within the graph.  
Figure 11 
 






 Table 21 provides a summary of each network in terms of the number of individuals 
involved (vertices), the number of relationships present (edges), and the number of connected 
components (sub-groups) within the network, as well as the average in-degree (to provide a point 
of comparison across networks) and in-degree range (which provides the minimum and 
maximum number of nominations within the network). The GEN network was the largest, and 
INFO was the smallest, within the community in terms of the number of individuals present. 
However, there were more relationships present within the collective leadership network, spread 
among fewer individuals. This is most likely due to the presence of multiple roles comprising the 
collective leadership framework, thus requiring multiple relationships among individuals to 
identify enactment of specific roles. While collective leadership will be further discussed in 
Section 4.7, the number of vertices to edges is a good indicator that individuals were able to not 
only identify peers playing leadership roles but also were able to distinguish roles among 
individuals, which is a key dimension of the collective leadership framework (people in roles, 
over time).  
The other interesting aspect of the network summary is the number of connected 
components in each network. Connected components (CC) are groups of vertices that are 
connected to each other but not to the larger graph. Given egocentric networks25, higher numbers 
of connected components are expected because alter-alter ties were not requested. However, 
though there may be missing links that could connect groups, those present primarily reflect 
individuals within the same sector (designated by color, per Table 9). Given the early state of 
organizing within the community, thematic analysis of participant interviews that frequently 
 
25 Network methods examine whole networks (bounded groups) or ego networks (the network of a focal node and 
those connected to that node, like alters). Given the exploratory nature of this study and high cognitive load on 




mention lack of community resources and expertise as an information need (Section 4.8), and the 
fact that cross-sector collaborations must work across sectors, the presence of silo-ed 
components is probable.   
The larger connected components shown within Figure 11 do show that even with silos, 
there are subsets of individuals who are able to make cross-sector connections. These 
components are the largest within the network and contain those individuals who received the 
highest nominations across all relationship types (per vertex size, which corresponds to number 
of nominations received). A few possibilities exist for why this may be the case.  
First, data collection for the network survey occurred during early stages of organizing 
within the community around digital literacy. The network visualization reflects this smaller 
subset of highly engaged individuals at the current point in time. Second, as presented in Section 
4.3, over 20% of participants reported multiple memberships across community sectors. The 
largest vertices within the network, and those embedded within the largest components, have 
reported connections to multiple sectors within the community. These co-memberships infuse 
heterogeneity into the graph, as individuals have larger and more diverse personal networks, 
particularly in sectors of relevance to digital literacy work. Third, while mechanisms for support 
around organizing are still solidifying (see Section 4.4.3), personal networks and the presence of 
multidisciplinary spaces that allow information-sharing are present. Highly nominated 
individuals within the network may be taking advantage of, participating in, or may even have 















Vertices  144 102 128 
Edges 128 94 135 
Connected components (CC) 27 20 16 
Percent CC heterogenous 55% 75% 55% 
Average in-degree 0.8888 0.9108 0.9230 
In-degree range 7 5 8 
Average interaction  3.95/5.00 4.00/5.00 N/A 
Average nominations  2.75 2.50 4.23 
 
  Further analyses of who was involved in each network and the degree of overlap across 
resource relationship types were also conducted in order to gain a better understanding of the 
depth of community capacity around digital literacy resources. Table 22 provides a breakdown of 
the percentage of individuals by sector type present within each network, to see if there were any 
differences by sector on who nominated versus who was a nominee.   
Table 22 
 















SECTOR  Nominators + Nominees  Just Nominees 
Education 53% 48% 53% 53% 45% 48% 
Community 10% 14% 12% 12% 16% 13% 
Lib/muse 12% 11% 7% 10% 9% 9% 
Civic/gov 3% 4% 4% 3% 4% 5% 
Private 17% 18% 20% 18% 19% 20% 
Other 4% 6% 5% 4% 6% 5% 
 
Across all three relationship types, the percentage of individuals by sector is comparable, 
suggesting that individuals in no single sector were nominated more frequently for different 




and nominees; only 23% of individuals within the GEN network, 25% of the INFO network, and 
23% of the CL network were just nominators (receiving no nominations). This suggests that 
while the number of highly nominated individuals was relatively small, there is potentially 
untapped potential within the community, as most individuals (75%) are able to both identify 
others who provide leadership and information around digital literacy as well be identified by 
others as providing it as well.  
 A final analysis was conducted to explore the degree of overlap across each resource 
relationship type to see how frequently individuals were nominated for multiple relationships. 
Table 23 presents the total number of unique individuals within the community that were 
identified across each relationship type as well as the percentage of those individuals who were 
nominated in various combinations among each relationship type. The distribution of 
nominations shows that participants are being selective about how they see their peers in 
providing each resource. Most individuals (88%) were identified in a leadership network (sum of 
any combination of GEN or CL), while less than half (47%) were identified as an information 
source. This corresponds to the relatively smaller INFO network and could be due to a) the lack 
of knowledge for local expertise around digital literacy in the area, b) prevalence of alternative 
information sources, c) individual’s efficacy and confidence about their own knowledge around 
digital literacy, or d) translational issues with the term “digital literacy” across participant 













1 2 3 1,2 1,3 2,3 1,2,3 Total 
Number of 
nominations 
32 19 35 17 20 4 38 165 
% of Total 19% 12% 21% 10% 12% 2% 23% 100% 
 
Note. 1 = General leadership, 2 = Information, 3 = Collective leadership relationships 
  
 In summary, general leadership, collective leadership, and information relationships 
around digital literacy are present within the community, though limited. The small size of the 
group of individuals nominated for these roles may be problematic for community initiatives 
requiring sector and silo-spanning work. In addition, the burden of often voluntary participation 
is distributed across fewer individuals with potentially limited capacity. Shallow community 
capacity, as evidenced by low numbers of nominations across resource type, reflect both limits to 
and untapped potential for community-wide work. Finally, community mechanisms for 
coordination and community may be present, though they may not be embedded enough into 
community processes and infrastructures to support long-term growth. Future sections will 
explore each of these relationships in more depth, starting with an examination of general 
leadership themes around digital literacy.  
4.6 General Leadership for Digital Literacy  
 The following section provides further discussion about general leadership around digital 
literacy within the community. Sub-sections first explore a more thorough analysis of the general 
leadership (GEN) social network. The sections focus on presenting insights from the thematic 




4.6.1 Network Visualizations: Leadership Networks 
As part of the social network survey, participants were asked to identify up to five 
individuals whom they relied upon for leadership related to digital-literacy-related programming. 
Participants could further clarify the type of interaction they had with each identified individual 
according to a 5-point scale26. Responses were compiled to create the network visualization for 
general leadership (GEN) shown in Figure 12.  
Figure 12 
 
General Leadership Network 
 
 
26 The 5-point interaction scale was used for both GEN and INFO network where 1=few & limited interaction and 




Fifty-seven percent of survey participants responded to this question with over half (69%) 
identifying three or fewer individuals they relied upon for leadership (2.75 average nominations). 
This may be compared to the collective leadership network (Section 4.7.1), where the average 
number of nominations was 4.23. Most participants nominated other individuals for leadership, 
but a small percentage (5%) also nominated organizations they felt served in leadership roles 
within the community around digital literacy. These organizations included one public library, 
two makerspaces/fab labs, and three online organizations (RAILS Library Consortium, Google 
Innovator, and Trainer communities). However, none of the organizations received more than 
single nominations. The network is visualized by connected components for easier qualitative 
analysis. Edge transparency is set by frequency of interaction, with darker lines representing 
more frequent and substantial interactions between individuals. The rest of the visualization 
follows the legend described in Table 20. Graph metrics are provided below (Table 24).  
Table 24 
 
General Leadership Network Metrics 
 
Graph Type Directed 
Vertices 144 
Total edges 128 
Connected components (CC) 27 
Maximum vertices in a connected 
component 
49 
Maximum edges in a connected component 57 
% CC heterogenous 55% 
Average in-degree 0.8888 
In-degree Range 7 
Average interaction  3.95/5.00 
Average clustering coefficient 0.018 
Average nominations  2.75 
 
 As shown in Figure 12, the leadership network is relatively thin, with 27 connected 




the individuals receiving the highest number of nominations. Average in-degree for this network 
is 0.8888 (average number of nominations), with a range of seven. Individuals nominated few 
others who were themselves disconnected, as evidenced by the low average clustering 
coefficient. The relatively high number of connected components in such a sparse graph mirrors 
the existence of different sub-groups, where members are connected to each other but not to 
other individuals in the graph. The visualization of these sub-groups can be seen in the grid 
layout by connected components in Figure 12. As vertex color corresponds to participant sector, 
many of the visible components (44%) are connected primarily via within-sector relationships. 
Individuals typically nominated others from within their same sector for leadership, and most of 
those groups (83%) contain six or fewer individuals.   
Figure 13 provides a focused view of the top five largest groups within the network. The 
most highly nominated individual v5327 within the network received seven nominations, even 
though most individuals (65%) received one or fewer nominations. It also presents a clearer view 
of the strength of interactions among the largest groups within the network, represented by the 
transparency of the edges between vertices. The strength of interaction provides a more nuanced 
view into the quality of the relationship between individuals, where darker lines reflect 
relationship interactions that are more frequent and substantial. Therefore, nodes connected by 
darker lines may reflect individuals who have more importance to the nominator than nodes 
connected by lighter lines.  
For example, in looking at v53’s network in Group 1 (G1), over half of the nominating 
relationships reflect more infrequent interaction. The strongest interactions were between v53 
(the most nominated individual) and v63 and v60. Both v63 and v60 are within the education 
 
27 Individuals will be referred to when discussed as ‘vertex[NUMBER]’ or vNUMBER for short. In this case, v53 




sectors. The rest of v53’s relationships are from civic/government (v64), or libraries/museums 
(v40, v51). This difference could signify several things: first, that v53 may be involved in co-
memberships with community sectors that are more aligned with education, hence v53’s 
potentially more frequent interactions. It also could reflect that v53 exists on the periphery of 
nominators’ personal networks—perhaps due to community sector membership but also to other 
context-specific reasons such as existing collaborations, involvement in similar community 
events, etc.  
Figure 13 
 
Largest Components of the General Leadership Network 
 
 
Another observation from a qualitative analysis of Figure 13 is that more frequent 




interactions (more transparent lines) are observed more between vertices of different sectors. 
This is not a novel observation and could be expected due to homophily (McPherson et al., 
2001), in that entities that are more like one another tend to cluster together more than to 
heterogenous entities. However, the implications of homophily from a community organizing 
standpoint are twofold. First, silos exist within the community around digital literacy topics and 
therefore may need to be the focus of intentional mechanisms to coordinate activity and 
information across organizational boundaries in order to develop stronger cross-sector 
relationships. Second, the limited range of nominations for general leadership within the 
community around this topic indicates a lack of depth for talent and potential complications for 
developing community capacity in meaningful ways (see Chapter 5).  
Examining vertex-specific network metrics can also help identify individuals who occupy 
certain network roles, as detailed in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.3). These network roles help indicate 
potential influence within the network and are associated with different vertex-level metrics 
(Table 25). However, there is also not a lot of diversity in terms of different individuals holding 
different network roles, either. Vertices 43, 53, and 67 are holding multiple positions in the 
network and therefore may be simultaneously serving different network functions related to 







Network Vertex Influence Metrics 
 
Network Role Role Description Metric Top Nodes and Metric 
Star/hub  Node(s) with the most 
connections in the 
network  
In-degree  53 (7), 147 (3), 67 (3)  
Monitor/ 
transmitter 
Node(s) with the 
shortest distance to 




45 (0.111), 57 (0.091)  
Boundary 
spanner, broker  
Node(s) linking 
separate networks  
Betweenness 
Centrality  
53 (1215.667), 43 (1215.000), 
17 (1205.000), 64 (722.667), 
67 (722.000)  
Lobbyist/ 
advocate 
Node(s) closest to 
star/hub nodes  
Eigenvector 
Centrality  
53 (0.109), 43 (0.095), 40 
(0.083), 63 (0.082)  
 
Note. Bolded nodes designate individuals’ emergence across multiple network roles.  
 
In summary, a social network analysis of the general leadership network around digital 
literacy in the community reflects a segmented presence. The overall network is sparse, and the 
presence of multiple groups reflects pockets of influence that are limited in their scope and 
influence within specific sectors. Network roles exist but are also held by the same group of 
individuals within the same sectors. This suggests that a handful of active individuals within the 
community are potentially enacting multiple roles. While there are other individuals holding 
other roles related to information sharing, boundary spanning, and advocacy, they are also few.  
4.6.2 An Introduction to General Leadership Themes  
In addition to the social network survey analysis and visualization, participant interview 
transcripts were also a source of data about leadership within the community around digital 
literacy. Participants nominated as playing leadership roles were explicitly asked about 
leadership during phase III interviews (outlined in Chapter 3). The concept of leadership also 




literacy within the community. As discussed in Chapter 3, an a priori coding scheme was used to 
code participant responses to the collective leadership framework. However, a general leadership 
code was also used to code those responses that did not fit entirely within the CL framework. 
Even if there was some overlap (for example, around the vision and environment themes), there 
was enough depth and difference that these were also included in the general leadership code in 
order to capture aspects of leadership within the current context and around the current topic 
domain. As a result, these themes reflect interesting dimensions exploring leadership within a 
technology-focused environment. This section will discuss insights about leadership gained 
through thematic analysis of the general leadership initial code, while the following section 
(Section 4.7) will focus specifically the a priori thematic analysis according to the collective 
leadership framework and its associated leadership roles.  
 Participant responses within the initial general leadership code were further analyzed and 
coded into four main themes: Identity, Philosophy/Approach, Vision-Setting, and Environment 
(Table 26). Identity reflects participants’ articulations of what and how leadership is connected to 
their identity, as well as assumptions about what it means to be a leader around digital literacy. 
Philosophy/Approach reflects individuals’ conceptions of how they approach their roles and the 
different styles or approaches they employ. Vision-Setting is concerned with what components 
make up an idea for the future around digital literacy within participant’s organizations, or for 
the community more broadly. Finally, Environment reflects dimensions of the context that 
support digital literacy implementation or organizing processes. The following subsections will 







General Leadership Themes 
 
Theme Codes  
Identity Identity, general 
Identity and technology 
Philosophy/Approach Philosophy, general 
Approach to leadership  
Vision-Setting Benchmarking 
Participation in multidisciplinary spaces 
Environment Supporting personal learning 
Role modeling  
Fostering an open mindset     
 
4.6.3 Leadership Identity 
 The main theme of leadership identity is further broken down into general concepts of 
leadership identity and how participants conceived of leadership both in the community, based 
on any formal or informal roles, or any formal or informal responsibilities they may have around 
digital literacy. The follow section reflects interesting insights from interviews of how 
individuals saw their leadership identity and enactment of leadership intersecting within a 
technology-focused context like digital literacy.  
Identity Connected to Digital Literacy  
No organization or individual is currently formally responsible for digital literacy-related 
initiatives across the community, even though individuals may have organizational 
responsibilities to providing specific programming for digital literacy-related efforts within the 
community (e.g., offering formal programs at the Public Library around computer literacy or 
directing Bradley’s Center for STEM Education). The dynamic that many individuals found 




within their organization but engaging with cross-sectional peers on a voluntary basis to support 
digital literacy initiatives due to personal or professional interest.  
Individuals who were identified for this research project were done so through their 
peers, based upon their formal or informal work in this area. This point is important to keep in 
mind as there was no person or group of people formally charged and responsible for being a 
leader, though all individuals involved were involved in leadership of these initiatives. 
Therefore, it was not surprising that many participants spoke about their leadership identity 
around digital literacy as that of “wearing many hats.”  
“I hear a lot of things, just try to be in places to hear things and try to bring it back to my 
organization”, stated one participant who mentioned her attempt to be present at various 
community events that intersected with topics related to literacy, technology, and innovation. 
Being present at community meetups, entrepreneurial launch events, and serving on various 
sector-cutting advisory were all mentioned as important venues for information gathering and 
sharing for participants (discussed further in Section 4.8). Many also acknowledged that their 
connections to one another were formed through joint participation on shared community 
committees.  “I mean I am a professional meeting goer and I have a post-it above my computer 
that says join another committee? Why I’d love to!” joked one participant, talking about her 
inability to say no to committee invites. Even though these multiple commitments lead many 
participants to mention the presence of “initiative fatigue,” they seldom also talked about the 
importance of this role.  
Part of the impetus for wearing many hats (i.e., being asked to participate in and support 
a lot of things) is due to the lean nature of many community-based and civic organizations. 




struggles to address all the possible collaboration requests she receives. Stated another 
participant who served in the city’s IT department about the lack of upper management in his 
division, which means his employees are often asked to serve multiple roles that would be filled 
by other staff members in other organizations: “He’s Chief Information Officer, but at the same 
time he has to roll up his sleeves and carry, you know, probably 7or 8 projects right now that in 
other organizations you’d have a project manager do that at work.”  
While more fiscally responsible with leaner organizational structures, the result is a lack 
of opportunity to fully develop the potential within one’s role around digital literacy or to better 
serve the community by taking on more responsibility. Several participants spoke about this 
challenge, noting that while the lack of central leadership around DL was an issue, individuals 
were unable to do more due to insufficient personal and organizational capacity.  As stated by 
one community volunteer and private industry employee, “Yeah, we’ve been having this 
discussion, and she suggested that (the community college) should be the leader, and that’s part 
of the problem. You know I guess I could step up and say you know, Caterpillar is going to do 
this - which you know who knows if I could get permission – and she feels like she could stand 
up and say that, too, but we are both powers of one that are already doing more then we can 
handle.” 
Another participant echoed this sentiment, tying it back to the limits of organizational 
roles and priorities and therefore his potential role in supporting this work:  
That’s a fair question you know because it could come from so many different avenues 
you know, is it a- is it a chamber initiative or an economic development initiative? Is it an 
education initiative, is it an Extension initiative? And Extension does a really good job 
but they’re a multi-county extension office now and so they can’t spend 100% of their 
resources in my county. They’ve got to spread that around. And I think on some level that 
makes a little bit more of a challenge and it also means that maybe I need to be paying 




whatever the case, to be better educated. You know it’s a triage of what comes across my 
desk. You know I get over 100 emails a day, so I don’t get to read all of them. 
 
In addition to multiple responsibilities, participants’ concepts of identity were also 
connected to other personal identities they held for themselves and vocalized when discussing 
their involvement in digital literacy initiatives within the community. Specific to leadership, 
these identities also played into how they saw themselves as contributing to processes supporting 
digital literacy in their organization or within the larger community. Individuals frequently used 
descriptions to help articulate the roles they felt they played around digital literacy. For example, 
“we’re not just technology people, but we are culture builders,” or “I’m not an expert in anything 
so I always bring it back to ‘let’s define the problem’ to help people work through what they are 
bringing to me,” or “I’m the hub, that’s what people call me.” Other participants used words 
related to age or parental status (“The first thing to know about me is I’m a mom of teenagers” or 
“…as a digital immigrant and an educator”) or related to their personal and professional identity 
(“reliable purveyor of knowledge,” “woman in science,” or “maker”). These descriptions seemed 
employed to help participants identify both obvious and not-so obvious ways they approached 
digital literacy (i.e., in considering future skills of youth vis-à-vis their children), how they 
contributed to its implementation (i.e., by connecting peers with resources), or their motivation 
for supporting DL development (i.e., mentoring around pedagogy and application).  
Some of these interviewee’s identities are connected to personal experience and 
professional roles, impacting how they viewed digital literacy as a concept (see Section 4.4.1). 
However, many descriptors that individuals used were directly connected to resources they 
provided around digital literacy and services they provided to a group, mostly to their 
organizational colleagues but also cross-sector collaborators and partners within the community. 




participant interviews also captured assumptions around leadership. Responses related both to 
general assumptions about what it meant to be a leader and how that intersected with technology 
as well as assumptions of technology use given their leadership roles within a digital literacy 
context.  
Technology and Leadership Identity 
 Given the connection to digital literacy, another major code related to leadership identity 
was individuals’ perspectives of the relationship between technology and leadership and their 
assumptions about how they, as leaders or engaged in leadership roles, should use technology. 
Almost all the individuals interviewed at some point expressed feelings of guilt or inadequacy 
about not being more “tech-savvy” or not being “a tech person” or apologized for not being 
more technologically-focused, as in “I’m weird, I’m not on Twitter or Facebook.” This is 
illustrated by the following quote from an educational administrator for the region:  
I still write notes – like long ways. I have a notepad there on my desk, like I’ll be sitting 
there, writing things down, whereas I know other people have leveraged tools to help get 
them to the next level to be able to handle more. And I know I’m not there yet. And I 
know I need that skill and I’m not sure exactly yet…. But I know if I need to get to 
another level …. really good with the Google calendar and all those things but it just….  
not….  (shakes head). I know I need that next step and I don’t know where…I don’t 
know what I don’t know, and I don’t know what could help me and I don’t know where 
exactly where to go. So that’s me, so what are my districts….  they are going to look to 
me for that. So where are they looking? 
 
In many participant responses, the feelings of guilt like they should know or be able to do more 
stems from feeling like they need to be a leader and role model for others within or across their 
organization, particularly when discussing concepts related to technology and digital literacy-
related initiatives. Another school administrator echoed this sentiment by talking about the 
change in his identity as being known as a “tech guru” prior to starting in his formal leadership 




change of technology allows insight into his teachers’ challenges, there is still as sense of feeling 
like he should still be doing more.  
I think, I think the other thing is to realize that none of us know everything there is to 
know about technology. And that was hard for me, because I was a guru when I came 
here and I mean, I’ve lost touch with a lot of the new stuff coming out – it’s changing so 
rapidly and social media. You know, it’s… I try to do what I can, but I don’t do it nearly 
as well as I should. But there’s not enough time in the day and it changes all the time, but 
me knowing what I know helps me know that my teachers are that way, too. So little 
things they do I give them a lot of positives when they do that kind of stuff. But the 
technology… (sighs and shakes head). 
 
The pace of change and feelings of needing to be a technology expert leader were echoed 
by individuals within community organizations and public libraries as well. Volunteer organizers 
of the community makerspace spoke about feeling the acute pressure to stay ahead of trends in 
order to remain relevant: “With the makerspaces and our makerspace, um, it does have me 
worried because people are coming in with the expectations and it puts more of the onus on us, 
as organizers, to keep up and ahead of the trends and the trends are getting harder to keep up 
with because they're getting more and more advanced.” Part of this pressure around expectations 
was attributed to the growing access to technologies and lowered price points that have 
transferred many pieces of makerspace equipment, like 3D printers, into the home use realm. 
This, coupled with the growing popularity of STEAM- and STEM-based learning, had some 
making-focused participants wondering if they would be educating themselves out of a job: 
“What will makerspaces look like in the future?  It’s a great problem to have, but I wonder if 
we’re making ourselves obsolete.”   
The fast pace of technological change often left many participants reporting feeling 
exhausted by technology. Information overload was mentioned by many, particularly in trying to 




I think that some people struggle with what’s right and what’s wrong in terms of apps. 
Because if I go in and search on the apps – say math apps – you’re going to get a 
ridiculous amount. Well how do you weed out, these are bad these are good, these costs, 
these are free, which one is more successful - this is what you want to know, but there’s 
so much.  
 
Participants spoke about seeing their roles as needing to know enough about technology to 
support the work of their peers and to serve as a resource for helping make sense of all the 
information and options.  
Educators in public libraries and youth clubs spoke about challenge of working with 
technologies that the students might have known more about than they did and the need to shift 
one’s mindset towards more student-driven teaching (for more, see Section 4.4.1 and Chapter 5): 
“Digital literacy is really making learning more student driven, focusing on participation, 
engagement, and the process of creativity building.” However, information overload and feelings 
of needing to be a technology expert often led to resistance in supporting digital literacy, 
especially within the educational realm. Traditional views of the role of the educator and the 
student along with the time and practice needed to re-skill to implement technology effectively in 
the classroom were identified as difficult barriers to overcome. Note that more detailed analysis 
of how individuals in leadership roles set up environments supportive of digital literacy learning 
are discussed in Section 4.6.6. As stated by one media specialist of his peers:    
But a lot of resistance in terms of its new and I’m afraid to do it. They won’t admit that 
they’re afraid to do it, but I really think that’s the reason, otherwise why are they not 
doing it. They know it’s a good thing, they know it’s a strong skill for our students to 
learn so why not incorporate it and I really think it has to do with I have to take time to 
do this and learn it and now teach it to my kids and am I adequately prepared to do that 
and I think that’s where a lot of problems come in.  
 In summary, leadership around a technology-focused area such as digital literacy 
intersected with individuals’ personal identities—not only in how they understood digital literacy 




as a leader in this space. Next, I discuss themes on leadership philosophies and approaches 
shared by participants.  
4.6.4 Leadership Philosophy/Approach  
Participants who were interviewed during data collection phase III, after being peer-
nominated as serving in leadership roles from the social network survey, were primarily engaged 
within the education (75%) or community (63%) sectors, though all community sectors were 
represented. Conversations revealed themes around how participants approached leadership and 
their general approaches towards informal and formal leadership roles around questions of 
technology adoption and digital literacies development. These participants tended to describe 
their approach to leadership in similar ways: as “embracing service,” “empowering others,” 
being “team-focused,” “playing in the background,” “planting seeds” by encouraging lots of 
“collaboration,” and “working with others.”  
  Participants were quick to identify this service- and empowerment-oriented style as 
contrasting with other approaches and models they frequently saw in their disciplinary 
community or being enacted by other colleagues. As stated by one education administrator: 
I have noticed in my role when I’m out there … there are the ones that need control and 
the ones that don’t. I have never had that driving need to control things. That’s why I 
embrace service and the empowerment model because if you’re empowered to do it, 
that’s what I’m here for. It’s about teaching and learning. It’s not about showing off what 
I already know. 
 
She went on to discuss that while she’s had to refine this philosophy over the years based on past 
experiences or errors, she has always believed in being less “control-oriented” as the way to 




Another district-level education administrator talked pointedly about how he felt his 
team-oriented style was one of the main reasons he was hired in his position and was opposite 
the micro-managing tendencies that previously existed within the district. He said: 
When I interviewed, I was blunt about everything because I didn’t want the job. I was 
like, look guys you micromanage too much. If I’m here you can’t do that and I am not 
interested in being in a place like that, and it was all the stuff they needed to hear and 
wanted to hear. Um. So, I think that was big in the beginning.   
 
He went on to describe how he since has approached his work and his formal role within the 
district and the larger community. His orientation is one that focuses on team empowerment and 
personal development:  
I also…I always look at how can you make people better. Um. You know I’ve had people 
who maybe weren’t great at their position, um, but have tried to give them avenues to be 
better. Or, find them a different position that works better for them. But I think my 
overall leadership is…. I’m pretty team-focused cuz I think that’s somewhere where 
you’ll get stuff done. And a lot of collaboration. I think I’m a little bit probably laid-back 
than some superintendents; not a Type A kind of person…hire good people and give 
them what they need. I think that’s a big…that’s a big one. Um. I’ve been pretty fortunate 
to work with some phenomenal people. I also…I always look at how can you make 
people better. 
 
Similar sentiments were echoed by others. When discussing their leadership approaches 
in relation to the community makerspace, two participants (who also have affiliations to local 
industry) mentioned their focus of developing others, though their approach also included 
activating personal networks. “I just, I put a lot of effort into connecting people. Um, the last 
couple of years I've built a really large network and um, a lot of what I've tried to do, especially 
over the last year is just like… I find an interesting person and I try to connect them with the 
right person to help them achieve their next level,” mentioned one participant who was a former 
officer in the community makerspace but has since stepped down. His colleague agreed and 
further clarified building one’s own network was not just beneficial for developing others but 




So, I'm starting to be able to identify people that I would…. that I don't run into day to 
day, um, that I can go to for advice. So that's kinda, that's kinda new. Um, and I guess it 
helps me as like a leader...to be able to take these communities and start connecting 
people together through, through that, um, start solving their own problems by reaching 
out to that network that never existed before. A lot of it used to be you go to a one on one 
with your boss once a month, you say, I'm having these problems. And he goes, well, let 
me pick up the phone, you know? And that takes forever. Um, now I'll go in, I'll be like, 
hey, I found this guy who works over in Decatur or whatever, he's already done this 
thing. Can I drive out there? 
 Understanding one’s network was also important particularly around questions related to 
technology: particularly technology implementation and adoption. A school superintendent took 
a more pragmatic approach to his role by acknowledging that even though he tries to encourage 
collaboration, at some point, he, as a leader, must be more pragmatic to make progress. In 
discussing the process of technology adoption, he described how having a good understanding of 
the different personalities on his team was important for knowing how to engage people and 
move things forward.  He reflected that “…part of it is keying into the right people. You know, 
the ones who you are going to move and the ones you aren’t. You’re not going to get everybody. 
Take your 90%. The other 10% will either come or quit.” A regional superintendent also 
acknowledged her role as a decision-maker in discussing how she’s encouraged her staff to take 
risks and be innovative. By encouraging others to take new approaches, she recognized she also 
had to be prepared to handle the consequences. “You have to be willing for people to make 
mistakes, though…to really screw up and maybe even royally and then that’s on me cuz I’m the 
person at the end of that sentence,” she stated.  
 In summary, participants’ leadership philosophies were often couched in supportive, 
empowering, and mentoring language. Collaboration and working through networks were highly 
valued, both for individual’s selves as sources of insight or advice, as well as to help others get 
connected to other sources of support, information, or ideas. Alongside a service-orientation was 




decision-making and owning the mistakes of your team. While these dimensions reflected 
participants’ general feelings towards leadership, there were also some dimensions that related 
specifically to supporting digital literacies, namely, how they were able to articulate a vision 
around technology.  
4.6.5 Vision-Casting around Digital Literacy  
One concept that was often repeated about individuals identified as playing leadership 
roles was related to the vision-casting around digital literacy. Vision-casting in this context 
encapsulated being able to articulate possibilities around technology and technology-related 
skills, while also cultivating habits to help keep individuals informed of current practices of 
peers and develop relevant awareness of community resources. Within the current project, habits 
included benchmarking and the importance of being connected with others in multidisciplinary 
spaces.  
Vision-casting reflected both individuals’ own vision-setting as well as supporting 
processes that contributed to vision-setting more broadly within an organization, district, or 
community sector. As discussed in Section 4.6.1, the intersection between leadership identities 
and other identities, including personal efficacy around technology, was salient for participants. 
Even if they lamented about their lack of time to keep up with the pace of change around 
technology or felt guilty about not being more “tech savvy,” most participants engaged in the 
work of digital literacy within the region were supportive of technology and had some general 
knowledge and proficiencies around various technological platforms or devices.  
This knowledge and interest in technology was often pivotal for helping support vision-
setting. One participant discussed the way he helped his district implement a 1:1 policy. 




experiences he had in a 1:1 district with being able to implement 1:1 in his current position. “We 
probably did it all wrong” he laughed in recollection: “I said, look, let’s just get them the 
devices. I don’t want to put any…any…um, restrictions on them, I don’t want any expectations 
on them, let’s just give them to them and say, ‘you guys use this as you see fit.’ So that’s what 
we did.” While unconventional, this approach was successful in gaining valuable teacher support 
that resulted in an expansion of the initial pilot within the junior high to be implemented 
throughout the entire district. He said: 
All the books will tell you this is the wrong way to do it, but I think it works well. If you 
don’t give teachers um, the opportunity to start using something, get to know it, get to see 
it, it’s really hard to come in and say look – we’re going to plan for this for a year and 
then do it. Um. If we would have done that with this, it never would have happened. 
 
Sharing relevant knowledge was also mentioned by another participant, who was 
identified by peers, her supervisor, and a regional administrator as being instrumental in guiding 
conversations around technology adoption and digital literacies among the region’s educators. 
Her superintendent was particularly complementary of her ability to bring in timely information 
that supported important district work processes, sharing:  
She’s like, I saw this Future Ready stuff, why don’t you look at it, it would be a good 
place to do our tech plan. So, ok, I was like that sounds good, so we had started looking 
at it, got kind of into it and once we were into it, we were IN it. And it isn’t just about a 
tech plan, you know, there’s 8 gears and curriculum and instruction, use of space and 
time, and all these things that make up a school district with technology throughout it. 
And I think that’s, that thread, is what really moved us into a vision about what we 
wanted for technology and digital literacy.   
As further discussed in Section 4.8, information sharing was an important organizing 
process for the community around digital literacies development. From a leadership perspective, 
the sharing of relevant information and knowledge that helped organizations make progress on 
addressing technology adoption or supporting digital literacies development was especially 




topics. Knowledge came from personal interest or expertise areas and helped support the ability 
of individuals to create clearer understandings of what these topics meant to them, more fully 
articulate a vision and plan for moving forward, or help others overcome hesitations and see the 
possibilities around technology and DL within their organization, sector, or larger community. 
Insights from the thematic analysis clarify two activities that supported vision-setting processes 
related to information sharing: benchmarking and participation in multidisciplinary spaces.  
Benchmarking  
The quotes shared above highlight how engaging in vision-setting within the domain was 
due to an understanding of what is possible—gained through personal experience or knowledge.  
Given the early stage of digital literacy coordination within the region, one of the main ways 
knowledge about possibilities was gained was through benchmarking with others. In the study, 
benchmarking was understood to be about gaining information about how others—communities, 
school districts, peer institutions—were addressing technology and digital literacy-related 
education. This knowledge helped participants to articulate possibilities and potential directions 
within Peoria, while the comparison with others served as both a motivation and rationale for 
their own work.  
Benchmarking occurred at both the individual and group level, via personal information 
practices as well as formalized learning trips. At the individual level, many participants spoke 
about how getting a sense of how peer entities approached topics was often the first step in 
learning more about possibilities within their own organizational contexts. For example, a 
museum educator spoke about the importance of benchmarking with peer institutions, stating: “I 
do a lot of looking at what other museums that are similar to use in size or discipline, what kind 
of programs they’re offering and that is often a very fruitful search.” She went on to state how 




found to be effective in other spaces: “I often look at the museums in Chicago for inspiration 
because, though it’s not possible to always recreate their programs, they are a good jumping off 
point to figure out what is new and if we could do something similar.” She credits the gain in 
reputation the museum has experienced over the last few years in part due to the increased 
programming options and ideas they have been able to incorporate into their line-up of offerings.  
Educators within the K-12 space also discussed the importance of benchmarking in their 
work integrating technology and digital literacies into formal and informal learning spaces. 
Extension personnel—who collaborate with local volunteers and organizations to provide digital 
literacy development through youth programming, 4-H camps, and other community events—
spoke about benchmarking against Extension services in other states to help identify not only 
possible programming options but also support mechanisms for their own work in the Peoria 
area. Participants mentioned the work of an Extension colleague who is known as the “STEM 
guru of Utah” based on the work he is doing to support makerspaces in his Extension region. 
While a source of inspiration and ideas, participants in Extension were quick to clarify that this 
colleague had a full-time appointment. While digital literacy reflected only a portion of their 
current responsibilities, their primary goal was to first to identify local expertise and start making 
connections with and among these individuals.  
Benchmarking also served to identify best practices for how to incorporate technology 
and digital literacies more intentionally and effectively into formal classrooms and address 
specific information needs (see Section 4.8.2). When reflecting upon the successes within her 
district, one educator spoke at length about the importance of breaking down silos and 
benchmarking against other districts:  
I knew other districts were doing what we were trying to do already. So, we, a lot of 




break out of those silos, we can't grow as a district. So being involved in all of those, we 
broke down the silos here and we really connected outside our doors, um, to other school 
districts and to our own community, um, and to the world really. Uh, so having, growing 
that network that allowed me to learn and see with my own eyes what truly was 
happening in other classrooms allowed us…we're not the first ones to do this. Um, so we 
needed to learn from those experts that have tried. 
She went on to speak about some of the different ways idea-sharing and best practices are 
encouraged within her own district. Strategies include encouraging peer learning and teaching 
observations (both within and across districts), as well as the creation of student social media 
interns who curated good examples shared on social media under the district’s hashtag.  
Other educators spoke about the importance of formal visits to learn instructional 
techniques and receive hands-on training from identified local experts. Groups of educators and 
groups of educators and students took formal visits to Champaign Urbana’s Community FabLab 
and invited members from local makerspaces into their classrooms to receive training on how to 
operate and troubleshoot problems around new equipment, like 3D printers or Arduino circuit 
boards, that were being incorporated into classrooms and after-school clubs. These visits 
provided not only important learning opportunities from local experts but also acted as train-the-
trainer models to develop local capacities in school districts among teachers and students. As 
stated by one educator: The library came, the River City Labs came and my kids came and they 
built it (a 3D printer) and there was a really cute quote from one of my students who said: Every 
time it doesn’t work I’ll have to take it apart and I learn more.” 
At a group and community level, benchmarking served several purposes—for example, 
helping community members imagine possibilities around how to encourage larger themes of 
innovation and entrepreneurialism within the region. Knowledge about what other communities 
were doing was gained through formalized learning trips—for example, organized by the Greater 




Caterpillar, Extension, city government, and local businesses visited Little Rock, Arkansas, to 
learn more about how this similar-sized community has created spaces to foster innovation and 
creativity (Tarter, 2016). The visit was part of a fact-finding mission exploring Peoria’s 
Catalyst28 project, whose goal was to provide a community center to support entrepreneurial 
activity and making (see Table 19: Selected Key Events in Peoria, IL). Trips were also taken to 
Chicago Public Library’s YOUmedia + Makerspace and UI Labs to learn more about different 
makerspace approaches and innovation centers.  
Benchmarking also was stated as being important for educators to remain connected to 
the larger community. As described, it reflected more of a form of network awareness: being 
aware of changing organizational priorities as well as knowing what resources were available in 
terms of individuals and organizations. As described by participants during a focus group of 
educators and librarians, this knowledge was an important part of the service they provided to 
youth in their care. In one educator’s own words:  
It’s just difficult to (pause)…. it’s difficult I know for my educators to get out and figure 
all that out so that’s one of the things that is important to me is when they ask to go to the 
Discover Manufacturing Network29 or go to the FabLab or stuff like that that we get them 
out of the school and get them into the public because those relationships are crucial. As 
a public education entity, our role is to prepare kids to become part of the citizenry of the 
United States, so we are in an army of one. We are in our own little entity. They 
(students) don’t stay with us forever; they enter the world so it’s very important that the 
educators have kind of their finger on the pulse of what’s going on. Can’t stay on top of 
all of it but they can at least know who to go ask. Again, it’s this whole being able to 
access information and then problem solve from there. If their contact has changed or the 
priority of a company that they’ve been working with hand and hand has suddenly 
changed and that kind of relationship is crucial to the curriculum they’re delivering where 
else can they go, get that. That’s what I say about that.  
 
28 A Greater Peoria Economic Development Council project focused on scoping out the feasibility of a community-
based maker and innovation center for Peoria 




Participation in multidisciplinary spaces  
 In addition to learning more peer activities via benchmarking, participant responses also 
reflected how being in spaces with diverse others was an important catalyst for visioning and 
also for finding new collaborations and identifying organizational priorities. Multidisciplinary 
spaces reflected both formal and informal venues where individuals could converse with and 
learn from others with different experiences, perspectives, or expertise. Examples of 
multidisciplinary spaces mentioned included: community organization or educational institution 
boards, cross-sector committees, professional associations, communities of practice, and local 
organizational events focused on cross-sector conversations. These venues provided 
opportunities to hear novel information, learn from others, and gain increased awareness of 
community needs and activities. One private school educator and administrator spoke about the 
importance of “her educators getting out of the school and into the public.” She specifically 
mentioned opportunities for local networking via the Discover Manufacturing Career Expo30 or 
visits to local area makerspaces and fabrication labs, stating: “those relationships are crucial. It’s 
important for our educators to have their finger on the pulse of what’s going on.”  
 One librarian shared that she had served on a committee with someone from the city’s 
emergency communications department. Through the course of getting to know one another, the 
librarian learned a big challenge for the department was finding individuals who could pass the 
keyboarding test. She stated that an outcome of those conversations was that the library became a 
pre-interview referral for potential applications to practice keyboarding skills and complete 
practice tests. She also shared another example of a collaboration that came about via a school 
 
30 A yearly career expo for local students to network with local manufacturers, educational institutions and private 




board meeting that a staff member was attending which also helped identify key priority areas 
for the library:  
The health department was there and as a result of that they realized we’d be a good 
avenue for getting some of the health information out – again, through social media and 
the programs we offer, but we also started an outreach department, which is the book 
mobile, which actually goes out to schools but also goes out to some of the nursing 
homes and senior living facilities. We kind of take the show on the road and just try 
things out and that’s a way that we could hook in with some of what those groups are 
looking for and we’re not seeing a huge amount of interest in the technology aspect yet. 
So, part of our responsibilities is realizing that not everybody is. That we still must do 
some of the traditional stuff for a while yet. Eventually you know I think it will change 
but there is still a very large population that wants a low tech library and library programs 
so its recognizing that you have to kind of split your resources and take care of some of 
those things too.  
  
A regional education administrator spoke about how her personal contacts have helped her be 
a part of spaces that have pushed her to think more creatively about how to approach upcoming 
technology trends, their potential impact on education, and how to think about the role of 
education more generally. She described how a few individuals in her network are helping her 
think larger about these topics, even if she does not yet know what specific actions or outcomes 
may result. She spoke about inviting one of her contacts, who works in the entrepreneurial and 
innovation area with emerging technologies like augmented reality, to speak to an event she was 
putting on for educators in the area: “I don’t know what I’m asking you but I hope you figure it 
out” was how she invited him, “but I want you to come do some AR/VR stuff so that’s ok but I 
also somehow want you to do some workshops with teachers on entrepreneurship. The idea of… 
(pause, taps fingers) …the learning…I, I…the arts, too, trying to reach out the, the arts 
community.” She went on to describe how she felt how learning was changing, models of work 
were changing, expectations of youth about work were changing and that educational models 
needed to change as well. While she struggled to articulate why, she had several questions about 




walls of a school was unrealistic: “So I’m not exactly sure I just kind of, like, how do teachers 
and educators fit into something like that – how can they be a part of…why do they (students, 
teachers) have to exist in a whole other universe in a brick building for 6 hours a day? And then 
we release them into the wild. How do we integrate, that is what I’m interested in.” She went on 
to explain that part of the reason she was so interested in her friend’s work was that he was 
building an innovation space within Peoria where these types of cross-sector conversations about 
possibility could occur. “He’s very important to me right now,” she said, “with this new initiative 
he’s launching…(pause). So, you must have the vision of where you could potentially want to 
move towards. To be able to get there. So, you, we, need some really quality vision casting, 
which is one of the reasons I’m going to (her friend’s) thing – to see, like, what I can capture 
there and he is helping with the vision casting.”  
Participation in multidisciplinary spaces, or what I will call innovation spaces, was also a 
factor that participants saw as raising one’s profile within the community in order to be able to 
be seen as potential partner and be invited to “be at the table” of future discussions. Extension 
personnel spoke about the importance of the initial Digital Innovation Leadership Program grant 
(see Chapter 3) as helping put Extension on the map as a community collaborator around digital 
literacy. “The huge presence that we were able to have at the beginning was very beneficial to 
making the connections we were trying to make,” reflected one Extension educator, “I mean just 
the camps that we were doing and the meetings that we were part of with the Fab Lab and all the 
people that were involved with that, I mean it was a great way to kind of build all those 
connections.” Her colleague agreed, adding, “I would say, if not for the DILP project we would 
not have been a part of the Catalyst conversation. I don’t think we would have surfaced as a 




that. Um. The GP EDC and just all our partners constantly put forth this organization as a go-to 
connector, with that.” 
Professional associations, online social media sites, and communities of practice were 
also seen as spaces for learning from diverse peers and experts. Local chapters of professional 
associations like Illinois Computing Educators, now renamed the Illinois Digital Educators 
Alliance (IDEA), was mentioned frequently by participants working in both formal and informal 
educator roles as a source of inspiration and knowledge. Educators spoke highly about the 
learning that occurred at the ICE annual conference, the various resources made available to 
members, and the future-focus of the organization in thinking about upcoming trends and their 
impact on education. For example: “ICE in this area is HUGE. The president is from this area 
and she does a GREAT job. Like she just sent me an email yesterday – they’re promoting this 
whole e-gaming piece, this deep, deep, e-gaming what does it look like? Why is it important?  
Why you need to know about it? A lot of our folks look towards them.”  
Community organization members and educators also spoke about the importance of 
engaging on social media to gain ideas, learn best practices, share successes, and network with 
others around topics of interest. Twitter and Pinterest were listed as big sources of knowledge, as 
well as Education chats, or Edchats, chats sponsored by the Learning Technology Center31, the 
International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE), and others. More information on 
information sources and needs can be found in Section 4.8.2.  
Local and national communities of practice were also seen as important. Several 
individuals mentioned Google for Education Certified Innovator communities in both interviews 
and the survey as being a source of inspiration, knowledge, and ongoing learning. After being 
 
31 “A statewide program supporting public K-12 school districts, schools, and educators through technology 




hired into a new position within her school district focused on digital learning, one educator 
reflected:  
Um, previously it was that not being connected to anybody. I felt like an island my first 
year. I had nobody and that's why I chose to go the Google path and to get involved in 
ICE because I didn't, it was very lonely and isolating. Um, so I think for me to continue 
to have conversations with those, um, to learn from those key people that are outside of 
my district, that are doing the innovative stuff that I can....Cause I think that we, we can 
never stop learning. I can never get to a point that I'm comfortable in what I know 
because it's going to change so fast. So, um, I think I still need that. I still need to be that, 
um, lifelong learner that will keep on pushing us forward. 
 
She went on to create a learning community among peers across districts newly hired into similar 
positions to share best practices and discuss strategies for approaching their role.  
At the regional level, Teacher Tuesdays, is another community of practice created by the 
local network of educators focused on digital literacies and STEAM/STEM making. Born 
through conversations between Extension and River City Labs discussing the needs for the 
region around this topic and the lack of capacity within the makerspace to meet demand, the 
program provides monthly programming focused on different topics. While they recently started 
an online component to the community through Facebook, the in-person monthly meetings 
intentionally engage different organizations within the community to serve as meeting hosts and 
presenters. In this way, educators not only learn skills or content areas of relevance but also get 
introduced to potential community collaborators and resources to support their work.  
4.6.6 Creating Environments to Support Digital Literacy Development 
The final theme around general leadership was creating supportive environments for 
digital literacy development. Sub-codes included:  
• Role modeling – being an example of positive behaviors around technologies and 




• Supporting personal learning – encouragement of individual development and ongoing 
learning 
• Fostering an open mindset – encouraging a willingness to play around, experiment, and 
take risks with technology  
These dimensions existed on a variety of levels for participants. At the individual level, 
participants discussed what spaces looked like that supported them acquiring new skills or 
competencies. At the group level, these dimensions were primarily used to discuss how 
individuals constructed environments to support learning within a specific group. Finally, there 
was the organizational level. This level was discussed primarily among individuals holding 
leadership roles (formal or informal) about how to create environments that supported their 
organization in learning about how to teach digital literacy or integrate technology more fully 
into practice. The following subsections provide more information about each sub-theme, while 







Creating Environments Levels and Dimensions 
 
 Individual Level  Group Level  Organizational Level 
Role 
modeling 
“So, I almost treat my 
colleagues like I mean 
we are equals but we 
are all students so we 
kind of treat each other 
the same way.  Here is 
something new, what 
can we do with it, let’s 
play.” 
“I am really trying to be 
more effective with the 
technology that we use.  
So really encouraging 
those groups to use google 
folders that we all share 
and put things in to reduce 
the amount of ‘no we 
really don’t have to meet 
face to face/’” 
“One principal Skyped 
into all her (district) 
classrooms to wish the 
kids the best on their 
PARC test. Rather than 
bringing them all to the 
gym like a big old 
assembly you know, no 
she just Skyped into each 
room and encouraged the 
students and told them to 




“Through our library 
we have access to the 
RAILS e-book 
collection, and they do 
train through that so we 
can get training pretty 
much anytime we 
want.” 
“Our kid and family 
workshops have as one of 
their core learning 
components that kids 
make something new and 
original.” 
“I find my administration 
really helps identifying 
opportunities for 
partnerships, encouraging 
staff and take their crazy 
ideas and run with it.  
Getting the budget for 




“Kids who participate 
in some of those 
programs meet 
different kids then 
they’re normally 
around. So, they’re 
learning to work in a 
group with people they 
don’t know all that 
well, they’re maybe 
getting to work on a 
project that is not 
related to a grade and 
it’s not an assignment.  
It’s just practicing it 
and learning by doing.” 
“I see a lot in my 
workshops the idea that 
‘oh, my project failed, it 
didn’t work the way I 
wanted it to’ and then 
that’s it they’re done. And 
then I say oh wait, wait 
you’re not done, are you? 
Let’s try again, what can 
we do to change what 
didn’t go as planned and 
do you even need to? Is 
the learning that occurred 
as a result of the failure 
enough or do you want to 
try again and see if we can 
make this work the way 
that you thought?” 
“So, um, and finding, um, 
and encouraging our staff 
to take those risks in their 
classroom, knowing that 
our admin is going to back 
them up if something fails.  
So that was important 
piece for all our admin to 
be on board to be very 
supportive and non-
evaluative when these 
kinds of new learning 





Role modeling  
 In order to create environments to support digital literacy development, individuals 
within those environments spoke about seeing positive examples of technology-in-use. At the 
individual level, role-modeling was important from a coaching orientation to help overcome 
individual’s personal hesitancies, fears, or lack of familiarity around technology. An academic 
librarian spoke specifically to this point by talking about how she coached students, faculty, 
staff, and even community members learning to use the library’s services. In describing her 
approach to role modeling, she focused on the importance of approachability and genuine 
interest in helping others, for example: “It’s about making sure people aren’t scared. So 
especially with older users, but also often with young people, too. You know, the ‘I didn't learn 
that. Nobody told me that. I don't know how to do that.’ Well, that's okay, let's just figure it out 
together. And sitting with them and being approachable.”  
 Role-modeling within group settings took a variety of flavors. Participants spoke about 
being very aware of their behaviors towards technology within educational settings, both formal 
and informal. While some participants spoke about feeling like they needed to “lead by example” 
and therefore develop their own digital literacies around technology, others spoke about the 
importance of role-modeling authenticity and grit around issues they might experience and being 
honest with the challenges they experience. The former connects to leadership identity and 
technology use (Section 4.6.1) while the latter intersects with participants’ understandings of 
digital literacy (Section 4.4.1) and fostering an open mindset, which will be discussed shortly.  
 Participants also spoke about role-modeling at the group level as a social mechanism for 
technology adoption. Participants who spoke about positively role-modeling technology use 




specific digital literacies through activities provided positive pressure for their peers to further 
their own technology integration. Reflected a public school administrator:  
You know, I think, I think it was just… I was lucky, though. I mean we have some key 
staff and those teachers that went through Future Ready32? Training with us as we were 
going through that process – they were key, out there, because they JUMPED IN. Other 
teachers see them jump in. Kids go across the hall and go, well, why aren’t we doing 
this? Why aren’t we doing that? That peer pressure? Pushed some of those teachers who 
weren’t initially on board to move on board. 
Peer pressure didn’t just occur at the peer level—students also provided impetus for 
educators to increase their technology use and integration into classes. A school superintendent 
shared the story of a teacher who was “a bit of a holdout, really traditional, old school” who used 
“the same articles from the 1970s in his class.” He went on to share how during a class research 
project, a group of students had used their devices to identify more recent citations on the topic. 
The teacher was so impressed that formally implemented their process as part of the project and 
thus found a meaningful way to integrate technology.   
 At the organizational level, role modeling helped show what was possible around 
technology integration and use as much as it helped set expectations for the organization to 
follow. One district superintendent spoke about the small, simple ways he worked to help 
teachers integrate technology into their daily lives. He saw this as an important precursor to 
feeling more comfortable integrating technology into their classrooms—which was necessary to 
implement his vision of getting his district 1:1. While part of his approach was to role model 
technology use for the district, he also highlighted the importance of recruiting local allies as role 
models as well. In his own words:  
 
32 Future Ready Schools is a project of the Alliance for Excellent Education, which provides resources and a 
framework for K-12 schools to develop digital learning visions and action plans focused on student-centered 
learning. Futureready.org. Future Ready is also the name of a key initiative of the Office of Educational Technology, 





I worked a lot with them (teachers) on technology. And it’s not big ways, just little ways.  
You know, it um, Google calendar. You know. I would send them invites and say, well 
it’s on your calendar, and they’d be like “oh” …and then they started using technology 
more. My high school principle - he’s phenomenal - best administrator I’ve ever worked 
with, but technology was not his thing. Now it is. You know, and he, he knows because, 
and it a lot of it falls on [district learning coach], he knows we must be examples. So, he 
uses more technology, um, our elementary principle -again, not a big technology person. 
I think she likes technology but she was always one of those ones who was kind of scared 
of it, but I think doing a lot of those things – I mean, emails, they didn’t do anything with 
email when I got here. I was like, ok, we’re using email, we’re forcing teachers to read it.  
Why’d you miss the meeting, well I didn’t know, well it was in your email, well you 
better start reading your email. Just little things, kind of like that. The student 
management system we had was horrible. Teachers didn’t really use it because it was so 
bad. Well, we brought in a really user-friendly, easy one and the teachers are “oh, we 
can! Oh, I can do this!” so that kind of grew it as well. Um, so I mean, it’s…little steps.  
But also keying in in on the right people, too. 
Role-modeling was also discussed with broader implications, by influencing individuals 
at a societal level. Part of the intersection between technology use and leadership identity 
(Section 4.6.1) was the feeling that individuals in positions of leadership had expectations and 
responsibilities to not just role model technology use but to be more technologically savvy than 
their colleagues and employees. And role modeling involved not just using technology but using 
technology in reflective, intentional ways to provide positive examples to counteract negative 
behaviors. Many of the participants I spoke to mentioned the importance of this in regards to  
digital citizenship, a concept they saw dependent upon digital literacy, which meant “one’s 
online identity,” “making good choices online,” “how to behave yourself online,” and “what is 
showing up in an ethical and true sense online of who you are.”   
Two city officials who worked in innovation spoke about the importance of positive role 
modeling not just of individuals but also for organizations and civic entities. As part of their 
research activities exploring city problems using data analytics, they shared how they heard of a 
trend among youth to record fights and post them on social media. They recounted:  
But when I heard that it seems to me that ok, kids are using Snapchat and Instagram and 




don’t know if co-opt is the right word…but to send different messages through those 
channels. Rather than make sure kids aren’t on Instagram or Snapchat….  like have a 
Snapchat account from the city or from the schools or from the community that is 
producing content that’s engaging enough to counter negative content that kids are 
receiving. Or an Instagram channel that catches a kid’s interest. I don’t know if it’s 
possible, but it struck me that we haven’t figured out how to co-opt the channels that are 
providing negative information to kids and getting them into trouble. 
Supporting Personal Learning  
Supporting personal learning spoke to environments that supported flexible learning 
opportunities to develop knowledge or practice new skills. At the individual level, this included 
participants’ thoughts about their own processes of learning as well as ways educators have 
structured environments to support personal learning in others (group level). As described in 
Section 4.3, many individuals engaged in the community do so based on personal interest, 
though some did have some formal responsibilities for digital literacy or technology. Therefore, 
personal learning was often supported by developing and maintaining personal networks around 
areas of interest or participating in communities of practice.  
One public school media specialist spoke at length about how his membership in 
different professional associations and his large network have been important sources of learning 
for him, particularly in recommending books or articles that have provided insights around 
technology, education, and innovation that he’s been able to apply in his work with students. 
Multimodal learning opportunities that provided convenient and flexible formats were also 
appreciated by individuals. These included webinars, e-books, professional development 
workshops, and in-house training opportunities, as well as support to pursue outside 
certifications and credentialing, such as the learning certifications offered by Google.  
 At the group level, personal learning often reflected learning environments with open-
ended challenges, focusing on process and incorporating design thinking and fail-forward 




discussion). One educator who taught making at the local children’s museum discussed the 
intentionality of not over-programming in order to support personal learning:  
Well I would say that our kid and family workshops do have, as one of their core learning 
components is that kids make something new and original in that workshop.  So, we have 
a workshop actually where kids do make birdhouses in the spring but the idea is although 
they’ll be using all the same core construction techniques the result of every single kids 
project would be completely different looking birdhouse using potentially completely 
different materials. So, the component of it being open ended is there in every case.  
  
At the organizational level, personal learning was supported by environments that 
supported learning, due to formal leadership buy-in, administrative supports, or organizational 
culture. For example, participants involved in formal leadership roles within the local 
makerspace spoke at length about the importance of culture for learning, stating “we also have a 
culture that is very comfortable to express your ideas in because very rarely do we have 
somebody come in and be like I want to make this and they just get beat down. Everybody is 
very accepting, everybody is very, very positive and engaging and it’s always a very 
welcoming.”  
Administrative supports included policies and resources for individuals to continue to 
learn and develop skills, whether that was providing start-up funds for new ideas, allowing space 
for learning among peers, or supporting ongoing professional development as a key part of work. 
For example, the Regional Office of Education recently went through a values activity to revise 
their vision and mission statement and, subsequently, the ways they support district educators.  
“Professional learning is where it’s at” asserted the regional superintendent. She went on to 
explain how her office is shifting to a coaching and mentoring model based on the needs of her 
districts: “Whether it’s technology or content or anything and if I could be a leader in anything 




everything’s changed’. No – YOU are the change. And it takes coaching and this ongoing model 
and so we’re really trying to build up professional learning community protocols.”  
Fostering an Open Mindset  
The final sub-code underneath creating environments to support digital literacy was 
fostering an open mindset. This code reflected ways that individuals, groups, and teams were 
able to recover from failure, see the potential in using technology, take risks, and experiment. 
Many of the individuals already involved in digital literacy work had an open mindset already 
towards these topics; as discussed in Section 4.3.1, most did not have formal responsibilities for 
digital literacies but engaged in these topics based upon their own interests and through their 
own initiative.  
A creative, collaborative environment is one of the main unsung selling points of 
makerspaces, according to participants. Beyond equipment and access to materials, participants 
explained the culture of creativity and experimentation that exists among makers. “I mean it’s 
almost like we’re selling-like people don’t even realize the true benefit of River City Labs. I’d 
say that’s probably the biggest- like if people really understood coming into the maker’s space 
and really the value that they would get from the knowledge and pinging off of this person or 
that person,” explained one makerspace member. Part of that environment is part of the maker 
culture, but it is also due to intentional actions by members. Being approachable, answering 
questions, and helping orient new members are also key elements.  
Makers at the local children’s museum also spoke about the importance of fostering open 
mindsets through a focus on play, experimentation, and eschewing “boxed projects.” Within 
their group workshops, museum educators spoke about how their workshops intentionally 
incorporated testing, experimentation, and adaptation. This format helps learners come up with 




through play, which keeps learning fun and engaging. “A lot of our workshops here involve trial 
and error,” reflected one educator. She went on to explain:  
I think that when you do activities like that it also helps to cultivate a sense of patience 
you know and to help children understand and appreciate experimentation and to answer 
their own questions and you know to spend more time making real observations and to 
collaborate with other kids or other adults and see how other people have done things and 
see how that might affect the way that they’ve chosen to do their own projects, so many 
things. I think far too often we just give kids the answers and that doesn’t help anything.  
You know they need to be able to come up with their own answers and surprise 
themselves. 
 
 More focused strategies for fostering an open mindset also occurred at the group and 
organizational level. Participants talked about the importance of different structured learning 
activities—like having a district reading club—that helped develop more open mindsets and 
overcome fears or hesitations that individuals may have had around technology. One book in 
particular, Little Bets by Peter Sims, was mentioned by one educator as being pivotal in helping 
his school develop a fail forward mentality towards experimentation and trying out new things.  
At the organizational level, fostering an open mindset was also connected to vision-
casting. Employees in the city government spoke about how one supports the other; having a 
shared vision of where an organization is trying to go makes it easier for people to be more open-
minded about change. For example, at the launch of a city app to increase feedback within the 
community around city-related needs, issues, or problems, “I wasn’t sure how it would be 
received,” remembered the city employee, “but it turns out they were really quite excited and 
wanted to know how to download it, what do to, how to report that, how to add a picture, etc.” 
When asked about the positive reception, the employee shared that the city had done a lot of 
work to streamline processes and improve their community, ending with: “They welcome the 




 In summary, there were some interesting aspects of leadership within the community 
around digital literacy that were not fully captured by the collective leadership model. An 
analysis of the general leadership code reflected unique expressions of leadership identity and 
leadership philosophy within technological topic domains. Strategies to support vision-casting 
and the creation of supportive environments around digital literacy were also identified. The next 
section moves analysis to the exploration of how the collective leadership framework used as the 
conceptual model for this study is enacted within the chosen community case study site.  
4.7 Collective Leadership for Digital Literacy  
Given the diversity of definitions and conceptions around leadership detailed in Chapter 
2, before delving into the results around collective leadership, I first want to re-iterate what is 
meant by leadership in this context, as individuals often have their own implicit conceptions for 
what is meant by the term (Rush et al., 1977). I used Carson’s (2006) taxonomy of leadership 
roles in order to more clearly define my exploration of leadership within the community around 
digital literacy (Table 28) in two main ways. The first occurred during research design and 
instrument creation. The four roles—Navigator (N), Engineer (E), Social Integrator (SI), and 
Liaison (L)—and their corresponding behaviors were described within the social network survey 
to elicit nominations from participants on individuals they observed enacting these roles around 
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(Adapted from Carson, 2006, p. 24, and Contractor et al., 2012, p. 1002) 
 
The second clarification occurred during data analysis. The taxonomy of leadership roles 
was used as an a priori coding scheme to analyze participant interview transcripts. Statements 
describing roles participants felt they and others played in supporting digital literacy initiatives, 
general descriptions of leadership qualities, and personal descriptions of individual leadership 
approaches were coded according to the four collective leadership roles. For a more detailed 
discussion of the approach taken during coding and analysis, please see Chapter 3.  
This section will focus on exploring the following research questions:  
RQ 3: What form does leadership take in this context?  
Is collective leadership present?  




It will begin with an overview of findings from the social network survey, exploring the presence 
and structure of collective leadership roles within the community first as an overall collective 
leadership network. Subsequent sections will then examine each role within the collective 
leadership framework individually, integrating social network findings with insight from the a 
priori thematic analysis.   
4.7.1 Network Visualizations: Collective Leadership Roles 
The social network survey used the descriptions in Table 28 to solicit participant 
responses on who they saw as enacting these roles around digital literacy in their community.  
Participants were able to identify up to seven individuals participating in digital literacy, and 
then further select which roles, if any, they felt these individuals played (Navigator, Engineer, 
Social Integrator, Liaison). Forty-two percent of participants responded to the collective 
leadership questions, with 27% able to identify seven individuals (average number of 
nominations was 4.23). A visualization of the entire collective leadership network (roles 
flattened) is included in Figure 14 with network metrics in Table 29, while Table 32 contains a 
breakdown of participant nominations by role. Given the additional cognitive load requested of 
participants to identify roles enacted by nominated individuals, the collective leadership network 











An examination of Figure 14 and Table 29 reflects a thin overall network with 128 
vertices, 135 edges, and 16 connected components. The highest number of nominations received 
was eight, with 84% of individuals receiving one or fewer nominations. Compared to the general 
leadership network discussed in Section 4.6.1, fewer components show homophily around same-
sector nominations (only roughly 25%) as compared to almost half (44%) in the general 
leadership networks. The largest component contains individuals with the most nominations as 




low for the collective leadership network and for each collective leadership role. However, 
compared to the general leadership network (GEN), which was the largest of the three 
relationships, collective leadership is less segmented. It has fewer vertices but also fewer 
connected components and more edge relationships. It also has more heterogenous connected 
components. This could be an artifact of the fact that multiple relationships (one for each 
collective leadership role) were flattened to make the overall leadership network. More in-depth 
investigation of each collective leadership role is next.  
Table 29 
 
Collective Leadership Network Metrics 
 
Graph Type Directed   
Vertices  128 
Edges 135 
Connected components (CC) 16 
Maximum vertices in a connected component 57 
Maximum edges in a connected component 77 
% CC heterogenous 75% 
Average in-degree 1.05 
In-degree range 8 
Average interaction  N/A 
Average clustering coefficient  0.037 
Average nominations 4.23 
 
Collective Leadership Role Graphs  
Separate graphs for collective leadership are presented below (Figure 15, Figure 16), as is 
a summary of network metrics (Table 30). As shown in the table of network metrics (Table 30), 
the in-degree range for each role is low, with those individuals emerging in the network being 
nominated by relatively few numbers of their peers. Each role visualization (Figure 15, Figure 
16) also reflects a thin network comprised of multiple smaller, unconnected components. A 
closer examination of these components (Table 30) across all roles shows approximately half 




SI role network, however, reflects a higher percent of heterogeneity, with over three-quarters 
(77%) of its components (more discussion in Section 4.7.4) including cross-sector nominations.  
 These findings could be interpreted in several ways. The first is that collective leadership 
roles are visible to participants within the community. Individuals have shown that they can 
identify recurring behaviors associated with roles within the collective leadership framework in 
the efforts of their peers around digital literacy. This finding validates the applicability of the CL 
framework for community settings. Second, these findings could be read as reflecting small 
levels of collective leadership capacity across the community. Few individuals received multiple 
nominations from peers, and even fewer were nominated by cross-sector peers. In other words, 
limited individuals are enacting roles which bridge organizational or community sector silos. 
This may be explained due to the relative state of organizing within the community where early 
phases may be more reliant upon a small sub-section of engaged individuals to help implement 
and establish community initiatives. A larger group of individuals may become involved further 
along in the initiative’s progress, with different roles being enacted at other times. This also 
could be due to the limitations of the chosen study design (see Chapter 5). A third interpretation 
is that community capacity may be broader but under-developed. Though lacking multiple 
nominations, individuals are identified by peers within the same community sectors. The 
presence of multiple connected components and (limited) same-sector identification is an 
indication that a potentially larger number of individuals are playing CL roles but are limited in 
their expression of these roles to a larger audience (i.e., beyond their organization or community 
sector.) This interpretation has implications for community capacity-building around leadership 




The Engineer (ENG) role is the largest of the four roles, containing approximately 34% 
more vertices and 41% more edges than the Navigator (NAV), Social Integrator (SI), or Liaison 
(LIA) role networks. The ENG network also contains the largest number of connected 
components and reflects the largest percentage of individuals within the network nominated to a 
role (75%) as well as the highest number of average recommendations (3.11 nominations on 
average per participant respondent). From these results, it could be inferred that individuals 
playing navigator roles may be more present and more easily identifiable within the community 
around digital literacy. However, the average in-degree for each role graph falls within a narrow 
range (0.806 – 0.918). Therefore, even though the navigator role may have been slightly more 
















Graph type Directed Directed Directed Directed 
Vertices 61 82 61 62 
Unique edges  56 75 54 50 
Connected components (CC) 10 15 13 14 
% CC heterogenous 50% 53% 77% 57% 
Max vertices in CC 35 35 21 21 
Max edges in CC  39 40 26 22 
Average in-degree 0.918 0.914 0.885 0.806 
In-degree range  4 5 4 3 
% nominated to role  75% 71% 69% 68% 
Average number of 
recommendations to role 
3.11 2.59 2.45 1.72 
 
The in-degree range for each role is low, with those individuals emerging in the network 




network comprised of multiple smaller, unconnected components. A closer examination of these 
components shows approximately half include heterogenous relationships with nominators and 
nominees from different sectors. The SI role network, however, reflects heterogeneity in over 
three-quarters (77%) of its components (more discussion in the SI role sub-section). 
These findings imply several things. The first is that collective leadership roles are visible 
to participants within the community. Individuals can identify recurring behaviors associated 
with roles within the collective leadership framework in the work being done around digital 
literacy within the community. The second is that collective leadership capacity across the 
community is small, as evidenced by the small number of individuals receiving multiple 
nominations from cross-sector peers. In other words, a small number of individuals are seen 
enacting roles and working across organizational and community sector silos. This may be due to 
the relative state of organizing within the community, as a small sub-section of engaged 
individuals may be more engaged early on to help establish community initiatives. However, the 
third implication is that individuals are being identified by peers within community sectors 
which suggests the potential capacity within the community may be broader. The presence of 
connected components and sector identification may point to a larger number of individuals who 
















 Looking at the individuals within each role network may provide more information. 
Table 31 reports the representation, by sector, of both the entire CL role network as well as the 
sector representation of just those who were nominated as enacting each role. Community and 
educational representation remain fairly consistent at higher levels, which is representative of the 




terms of those nominating versus those being nominated within the private sector (fewer 
nominees within the NAV role but across all others), as well as fewer individuals within cultural 
heritage institutions and civic/government positions being nominated less for ENG, SI and LIA 
roles. However, such findings are inconclusive and would require more investigation as results 
may be confounded by individuals’ hidden co-memberships across sectors and limitations of 
social network elicitation methods. At minimum, these findings reflect that nominations by 
sector are representative to overall study participation.  
Table 31 
 











SECTOR Whole Noms Whole Noms Whole Noms Whole Noms 
Education 39% 39% 46% 47% 49% 45% 42% 38% 
Community 18% 18% 18% 17% 15% 19% 16% 21% 
Lib/muse 7% 7% 7% 5% 10% 7% 5% 2% 
Civic/gov 8% 8% 4% 3% 5% 5% 6% 2% 
Private 20% 3% 21% 26% 13% 17% 24% 31% 
Other 8% 0% 4% 2% 8% 7% 6% 5% 
  
However, exploring the nominations across each collective leadership role (Table 32) 
does shed insight about collective leadership relationships. First, there is distinction across 
collective leadership roles. The number of individuals nominated varies depending upon the role, 
with the Engineer role receiving the largest percentage of nominations (46%), followed by 
Navigator (37%), then Liaison (32%) and Social Integrator (31%). This may indicate that 




Given the early stage of organizing within the community, it could be that these two task-
oriented roles may be considered more salient at the early phases of an initiative33.  
Table 32 
 
Collective Leadership Role Nominations 
 






Total nominated 47 59 40 41 15 
% of overall CL network  37% 46% 31% 32% 12% 
% receiving 1+ nomination 17% 19% 28% 7% 67% 
  
Another interesting finding is the percentage of individuals within each role that received 
multiple nominations for that role from peers. In this examination, Social Integrator received the 
highest number of multiple nominations (28%) and Liaison the lowest (7%). This again may be 
reflective of the roles themselves. Due to the bridging nature of the role and the focus on finding 
and developing relationships with outside-group resources, a Liaison’s behaviors may be less 
observable to group members. Within this context—where subgroups can be homogenous, 
initiative membership is permeable, and work occurs throughout the community instead of 
within a single organization—enacting boundary-spanning actions may be even less visible. All 
of this helps provide evidence that the collective leadership model is present and exhibiting 
anticipated expressions within a novel community context.  
Third, even though overall nominations were low, participants seemed to be able to more 
easily nominate individuals for collective leadership than they were for the general leadership 
network (4.23 average nominations, compared to 2.75 for general leadership). Within the general 
leadership network, the word leadership was explicitly mentioned within the question prompt but 
not defined for participants. In contrast, leadership was not used explicitly within the collective 
 
33 This also follows findings from research, where Navigator roles were more important and observable in early 




leadership questions prompt, but each role was clarified with examples. This could imply that the 
collective framework model is a useful heuristic for individuals to be able to identify others 
enacting leadership roles, to be discussed further in later chapters.  
Finally, only 12% of individuals were nominated for all four roles, but over half of those 
individuals (67%) received multiple nominations (Table 32). This has three implications. The 
first is that participants were able to accurately identify individuals as playing separate roles, 
harkening back to the potential benefit of collective leadership as a heuristic for identifying 
individuals’ leadership. Furthermore, nominators were able to identify different people in roles at 
one point in time. This would further support collective leadership as a viable framework for 
community contexts. The second is that the number of individuals receiving multiple 
nominations for roles reflects a shallow but important potential resource for leadership within the 
community. While more individuals would be needed to share burdens of participation and 
engagement, the community has potential for further development and may consider strategies 
for more strategically engaging individuals at different points in time in order to conserve 
existing individuals and develop others. The third implication is the reliance on a relatively small 
group of individuals for collective leadership. As discussed elsewhere in this chapter, this highly 
engaged sub-group is beneficial for initiating movement around digital literacy initiatives. 
However, the risk of burnout and subsequent impact on the long-term sustainability of 
community initiatives is high if others do not step up to share the burden over time.  
In summary, results from analysis of the social network survey reflect collective 
leadership relationships are present within the community. Evidence was also found that not only 
were participants able to identify individuals in each of the four CL roles but also that different 




within a novel (i.e., community) context. Subsequent sections will report findings from the 
thematic analysis of textual data, which investigated and found evidence of the presence of 
collective leadership within the community. As a reminder, the coding scheme used to identify 
CL roles can be found in Section 3.4, Table 5.  
4.7.2 Thematic Analysis: Navigator Role  
 As a refresher, according to the taxonomy operationalized within this study (Carson, 
2006), the Navigator (NAV) collective leadership role focuses on behaviors that help establish 
purpose, direction, and focus for a group. An a priori coding scheme was employed to identify 
the NAV role within textual data collected from participant interviews and open-ended survey 
responses around leadership. Of the data excerpts coded for general collective leadership roles, 
24% of them identified NAV role behaviors. Codes associated with the NAV role include:  
• Vision – sets a compelling vision, articulates possibility 
• Direction – provides direction on how to move forward to meet vision 
• Focus – helps clarify possibilities and scope 
Within the community, NAV roles were evidenced as providing all three dimensions—
vision, direction, and scope. Behaviors were focused at both the group level, in terms of being 
directed at an individual’s immediate organization, as well at the community level, in relation to 
helping articulate how to approach digital literacy more broadly. At times, these two foci were 
entwined, where an individual’s vision for their organization intersected with a larger vision for 
the community.   
For example, an administrator at the public library main branch spoke about an internal 
goal of getting library cards into the hands of every school-aged child in the region. In 




goal to the local school districts (vision) and create the plan for a joint program with a local 
elementary school to actualize her vision (direction, focus). Another example was shared by 
educators within the local museum, who articulated how their goal with newly developed 
programming was to generate excitement within the youth participations around science (vision). 
However, in doing so, the educators also acknowledged that a secondary vision was to elevate 
the museums’ profile within the community. “We need to be seen as a leader in this sort of 
education” one stated, describing how increased standing as an educational institution could 
open up new resources (workshop fee waivers, funding, increased volunteers, etc.) that would 
allow the museum to provide even more programs and services to the community, especially to 
underserved populations and as a stronger collaborator around digital literacy.  
Within organizations, NAV roles offered more clarity and a sense of direction, 
particularly in navigating ambiguity about how to integrate technology and support digital 
literacy skills development. The largest examples of organizational NAV leadership occurred 
within school districts, partly because of the strong connection between digital literacy and 
formal education venues. Individuals involved in the education sector reported greater alignment 
between personal interests in DL and venues to act upon that interest, as compared to participants 
with co-memberships in other sectors whose DL interests might have been more de-coupled 
from professional responsibilities. The educational sector and school districts were also some of 
the first “hot spots” mentioned by participants in sharing examples of where DL-related work 
was occurring within the community. This also could be due to the emergent phase of initiatives 
within the community; many of the individuals (75%) named by peers as serving in leadership 




4). Therefore, the expression of NAV roles within organizations involved “embracing 
technology, being ok with the unknown and the creative.”  
 From this standpoint, and in contributing a response to RQ4, “How are leadership roles 
connected to organizing around digital literacy?” the NAV role was shown to help provide focus, 
direction and vision for helping their organizations identify helpful models around visioning and 
action planning for technology education and overcoming resistance to change in embracing 
technology. Peers described these individuals in similar ways—as “creative,” as “expanding 
capacities,” as “seeing opportunity,” as “innovative,” as “someone who plants seeds”—reflecting 
behaviors that helped others not only imagine and see possibilities but also identify a path 
forward. For example, a regional educator administrated identified several individuals as key to 
DL work in the region, stating:   
They are exhibiting the use of the technology as tools in a toolkit. They are helping 
people expand their toolkits and giving them new ideas. They are creative. Um. I was in a 
social-emotional workshop and one of the reasons we’re struggling in Peoria is that when 
things are hard, when you’re dealing with students of color who are marginalized and 
from poverty, you get locked down in the left-brain logical, sequential and you start 
doing things programmatically and you forget how to use your creative brain and your 
fun side. And that just makes the digital divide as well as everything else – the divide. 
The school divide, even greater. Because we need to be expanding people’s capacity and 
that’s what I see our digital leaders doing. They are asking questions like, what if? What 
are the possibilities? What could we do? What could this look like?  
 
Specific ways NAV roles helped support digital literacy organizing were tied to different 
mechanisms they implemented or helped implement that provided a more solid foundation upon 
which to build. While discussed in more depth in Section 4.4.3, the creation of dedicated 
personnel and staff lines, identifying frameworks for education and instruction, and shepherding 
along processes for community involvement and stakeholder buy-in were just a few of the ways 
NAV roles supported digital literacy organizing. While some of these mechanisms were the 




roles’ visioning reflected future-casting behaviors, that is, being able to acknowledge future 
states and identify ways to address the gap between current state and future needs. Several 
educators’ responses reflected a passion not just for helping develop others (which is an assumed 
core element of the profession) but also for being able to articulate why focusing on digital 
literacy was important and how to approach it in their educator roles. Personal initiative to learn 
more about technology education or STEAM/STEM activities resulted in many being seen, at 
least locally, as someone who could help provide advice and direction. “As an educator my role 
is to provide opportunity for my kids so that they have the opportunity to be successful citizens 
after they graduate high school, whatever role they choose to do,” stated a high school teacher, 
whose content area is special education. She began incorporating STEM/STEAM activities into 
her classes on her own and has since become known in her school as the “tech person.” She went 
on to state:  
Digital literacy, information literacy, whatever we want to call it, it’s not going away it’s 
only going to grow exponentially so it is exposing them to this this information while in 
the public school system so they’re not unaware of it, so they’re not afraid of it, so they 
know how to go about finding out more about it so they’re interested. It’s exposure to 
that while in the public-school setting. And if I can get them to get some advanced 
training while they’re in high school, sit beside a college kid and earn credit, if I can get 
them to earn some credentialing while in high school to have a leg up for a job 
application to help them further their career, to help them garner more dollars for college. 
I think that’s a rule.  
 
At the community level, NAV roles also provided support through efforts to develop 
community capacity around digital literacy and related areas. Some of this direction occurred in 
playing important roles articulating the importance of infrastructure and underlying supports 
(physical, financial, or personnel) upon which future growth could be based. A public librarian 
discussed her role in advocating for increased broadband within the building, by drawing 




access. “That’s my role,” she stated, “it’s pushing for those things and encouraging people to get 
out and try new things, watching what other libraries are doing and are successful at.” A city 
government official also spoke about the importance of vision, particularly in drawing 
connections more broadly across stakeholders and articulating the interconnectedness of 
community issues:  
There’s a need to articulate a vision, get community buy in towards that vision and then 
executing on it and I see that on a work force side of getting more people into internships 
to expose them to careers, more kids that are coming out high school going on the 
alignment side34 – it’s sure that the community understands that a strong school district is 
important for the rest of the community. 
 
He referenced a recent capital fund campaign for the public library as an example of how the city 
can and has played a role in providing direction to support community organizations’ services 
and position within the community to do more. The regional educational superintendent spoke 
about the process she and her staff undertook to shift the vision of their organization to better 
support their clients (i.e., local area educators):   
So, then it’s not about well, I can do the technology. So what? It does not matter what we 
in this organization know. We want to empower those we serve. So, anything to do with 
programs or what we provide – it all must answer that question: How are we empowering 
others to bring to them developing that tool for themselves. So that really has helped 
frame the way, when we are making decisions, the positions we support. 
 
Specific to digital literacy initiatives, community-directed NAV roles are also important 
for changing community climate by providing direction for how community efforts can be 
accomplished. While social network analysis of community digital relationships revealed sparse 
networks with smaller, more densely connected groups, the handful of individuals present and 
working within these spaces are impactful. As the initiative progresses there will be a danger of 
burnout and initiative fatigue, in addition to questions of capacity development. However, at the 
 
34 One of the programs sponsored through the Greater Peoria Economic Development Council (GP EDC) focused on 




current phase of organizing, there was a good deal of hope and positivity echoed among 
participants about who was involved in these initiatives. At a cross-sector community focus, one 
individual working within the community economic development area stated:  
I feel like all of what’s happening with is about collective communication and we want to 
find ways, all ways to leverage each other and what it is that we’re doing and it’s like, I 
know it’s not permeated everything that we’re doing as a community but I feel like the 
leadership here and other’s willing us to recognize the importance of that has really 
changed the climate, too.  
 
This sentiment was echoed by others who acknowledged that the current group of individuals 
most involved in this work were helping shift the community climate around digital literacy, in 
part thanks to NAV roles that could help provide focus, direction, and vision around possibilities. 
I turn next to describing the second collective leadership role, which also falls along task-
oriented behaviors.   
4.7.3 Thematic Analysis: Engineer Role  
The Engineer (ENG) collective leadership role focuses on behaviors that help organize 
the group: identifying and delegating tasks and helping coordinate who is doing what in support 
of team goals. Of the data excerpts coded for general collective leadership roles, 31% of them 
identified ENG role behaviors. Codes associated with the ENG role include:  
• Management – manages group tasks, timelines  
• Optimization – matches group needs with available resources   
• Clarification – clarifies group needs, tasks, resources 
The behaviors of the ENG role centered around task maintenance and resource management 
decisions and thus supported digital literacy organizing by helping “get things done.” Both NAV 
and ENG roles align more on the task-oriented side (having a basis in behavioral theories of 




context, the enactment of ENG roles primarily discussed task accomplishment (optimization) and 
identifying needs (clarification). As with NAV roles, these expressions occurred both within 
organizations and at the level of the broader community.  
 Within organizations, ENG roles were mentioned alongside organizational decision-
making and implementation of DL programs and services. Soliciting feedback on program 
outcomes, clarifying next steps, and identifying individuals to help with specific tasks were all 
examples of ENG behaviors. One participant spoke about her work within a local engineering 
company and her role on her company’s internal STEM strategy council and as the sole member 
of the STEM Outreach Team. “Mobilizing our volunteer army - that’s really the biggest part of 
my job” she explained, “I try to create opportunities for employees to do outreach.” She went on 
to explain how she works to match her peer employees’ interests and availability with 
community volunteer opportunities—like coaching a FIRST Lego League Robotics Program in a 
local school or facilitating “Engineer in the Classroom” exhibits and demos in community youth 
organizations.  
Another participant, this time within a public library, described her work in determining 
funding allotments for programming options. Knowing her staff’s expertise and interest areas 
along with an understanding of community need helps her clarify where money will be spent and 
new initiatives or partnerships to pursue. She described her role as “encouraging our staff and 
take their crazy ideas and run with it. Getting the budget for them, when we can.” Participants 
who organize the local STEM camp through the regional University Extension described one of 
their main collaborators within the local university in ENG role terms: “She’s a great example, a 




ENG roles were often described as individuals who “helped get the ball rolling”—being 
good about moving discrete tasks or specific asks forward. Within grass roots organizing, these 
roles were important for maintaining progress along goals within contexts that often were 
overwhelming, time-consuming, and ambiguous, especially for many who engaged as volunteers 
or of their own initiative. Participants within the community makerspace spoke about actions 
they took as part of the makerspace executive team to establish processes to connect with local 
area teachers by providing canned information and curating a list of informational resources, 
knowing that fielding numerous requests would be an impossible drain on the members. One 
participant spoke specifically about how, knowing his own limitations and resources, he asked 
another cross-sector collaborator to take on helping establish an educator resource group because 
his skillsets were not in program management while hers were. She took on the initiative, and the 
Teacher Tuesday group was born, serving as a monthly learning development program for local 
area educators around STEAM/STEM, digital literacy, and technology-focused topics. As these 
examples illustrate, the expression of the ENG role within the community often reflected 
behaviors of individuals to whom others went to “to get things done.” 
One of the spaces where the ENG role was especially evident was during participant 
discussions of specific programming efforts and collaborations. Given the boundary-crossing 
nature of these initiatives, participants were often required to navigate unfamiliar organizational 
systems and strategize work processes with external collaborators. Successful partnerships 
involved individuals who could help clarify action plans, identify and prioritize tasks, and 
manage timelines. “She has her fingers in 7,000 things but I just mention things in front of her 
and she gets them done,” was the description used of one participant discussing her frequent 




able to get things done involved being able to identify others’ strengths and leverage them in 
pursuit of group goals (optimization). Another participant spoke about her contact at the local 
university who helps host regional competitions for FIRST, a youth robotics program. The 
participant appreciated her collaborators management and clarification of tasks but also made 
note of her optimization behaviors, stating: “She has a FIRST alumni group and they are 
interested in doing outreach, so she’s been helping them connect with some of the local teams. 
They’re a new group but I think they’ll be making an impact as they get themselves organized.” 
As a volunteer working to coordinate the FIRST programs in the area, she saw the ENG role as 
being especially valuable in finding ways to share the work.  
Within organizational settings, identified leaders were quick to give credit and 
acknowledge others’ contributions to group goals. One superintendent spoke at length about a 
process around articulating 21st century learning that his district went through to plan out how to 
implement 1:1 devices and more intentionally incorporate technology and digital literacy skill 
development into district classrooms35. Part of that process involved a school referendum for 
building a new junior high school wing that contained open classrooms and collaborative 
learning spaces. He went on to describe how the process was a “team effort” that would not have 
been so successful without individuals with various skills—like relationship-building, project-
management, and knowledge of 21st century learning—who were able to apply those skills at 
various points in the process to great effect. He states:  
It was really a team effort, with my leadership team. But we were able to get those 
stakeholders in as we did our strategic planning. Which did move us into the referendum.  
So, I mean that was a big…there was a LOT there, there really was. But because of the 
21st century learning process that we were able to do with the community, um, it built 
a….  a lot more knowledge with them. That helped in everything we did. And, and we 
deal with that still a lot, but had we not, in my opinion, had we not had the referendum 
 
35 This district is one of the main ‘hotspots’ mentioned by community members as being particularly innovative 




run where we did so much work with 21st century learning skills…..we wouldn’t be 
where we are today. 
 
 More broadly within the community, participants spoke highly about individuals who 
could activate others and clarify roles towards the completion of tasks (note that the 
identification of and relationship building with these individuals will be discussed more as part 
of the Liaison (LIA) role). A participant within the civic/government sector spoke about his 
supervisor’s leadership style as exhibiting ENG behaviors. “Her philosophy is to put people she 
knows in charge and let us do it,” he stated before going on to explain that her knowledge of and 
trust in the team’s individual strengths allowed them to move forward, take ownership of their 
roles, and develop innovative programs to support innovation and entrepreneurial skill 
development across the community. While the initial navigation of nebulous space was difficult, 
he ultimately credited much of the momentum his unit has gained over the past two years to this 
supervisor’s actions.  
 It bears reminding at this point that these roles are not absolute, mutually exclusive 
behaviors. As illustrated in the examples provided, there are often actions taken that reflect other 
roles within the collective leadership framework. As a key operationalization of the CL model is 
“people in roles over time,” it can be expected that there will be variety and different enactments 
of behaviors by individuals even within the same example. The point to remember is that these 
are observable, recurring patterns of behavior that occur within group contexts (Zigurs & Kozar, 
1994) that reflect dynamic interactions of social influence. I have reviewed evidence of the two 
task-oriented roles, Navigator and Engineer, and now turn to analysis of the Social Integrator and 




4.7.4 Thematic Analysis: Social Integrator Role  
The Social Integrator (SI) role encompasses behaviors that develop and maintain team 
cohesiveness, including conflict resolution, communication, and collaboration. Of the data 
excerpts for collective leadership roles, 55% of them were coded for SI role behaviors, 
representing the largest identified role category. Codes associated with the SI role include:  
• Support – supports effective team collaboration and engagement   
• Communication – Supports effective communication, information sharing among team 
members 
• Process – supports team process by clarifying norms, interactions, workflows, etc.  
The SI role was frequently reflected within participant discussions of digital literacy. 
Behaviors supporting collaboration, communication, and group process were particularly 
important in helping shift perceptions about technology. Within organizations, SI actions were 
evident in participant anecdotes reflecting actions helping others overcome obstacles for 
technology adoption, supporting someone’s learning around a tool, or encouraging the sharing of 
best practices. One educator who worked as a media specialist (formerly school librarian) spoke 
about being an informal technology coach to his peers. “I’ll go in and do it (a workshop or 
session on technology) or sometimes we switch where they’ll run my class and I’ll run theirs and 
teach that section. Sometimes we’ll do it together,” he explained. While not a formal part of his 
job, he hopes his willingness to help others out and share information about how to incorporate 
different technology-infused activities into their classroom will break down some of the personal 
resistance he sees fueling his peers’ lack of technology integration.  
Sharing information was a big part of the SI role within the community. Many 




some expertise around technology adoption, implementation, or a specific topic, but few 
identified as experts around technology. There was also a sense that the community was trying to 
find a path through a lot of unknowns: learning what was available within the community, who 
was doing what, where there might have been pockets of local talent or potential collaborators, 
but also information about what to do to develop digital literacy, how to do it well, and how to 
assess it. Because of these and other information needs (more in Section 4.8), the communication 
sharing actions of SI roles were noted as particularly beneficial.  
Participants spoke about SI actions that helped develop and disseminate collective 
knowledge around digital literacy information needs—initiating a book club around the 
Innovator’s Mindset within a school district; tweeting innovative classroom examples to the 
district’s Twitter feed and re-tweeting or liking peer postings; encouraging teachers to take 
professional development time to develop new skills; helping orient new members within a 
community makerspace; constructing and disseminating a digital learning newsletter containing 
teaching resources and trending topics around digital learning; sharing or mentoring others’ in 
learning or applying a new DL skill; posting resources about a new skill in a group’s Slack 
channel; and providing information about educational frameworks for technology integration.  
 The ways in which SI roles were enacted within their organization also were seen to 
support the development of new group processes and workflows. The creation of the Teacher 
Tuesday group grew via interactions between two community members who were individually 
providing learning opportunities to local area educators. Creating a more formal mechanism 
through which to convene this group and connect with regional resources resulted in monthly 
meetups and the development of a local community of practice around STEM/STEAM and 




involved the creation of a Facebook group and coordinating with the local economic 
development council to host an online repository of educational resources.  
Shifting the process for teacher professional development (PD) into personalized 
professional learning plans is another example from a local district. Connecting teachers’ 
personal learning with ongoing education requirements was a conscious decision on the part of 
the administration to better align with the school’s new Future Ready vision. Rather than 
teaching PD, the school’s digital learning staff member focused her time providing individual 
feedback and coaching to teachers to refine their plans and accomplish their goals. She also 
helped implement various events, like a teacher showcase and peer teaching observation visits, 
so that teachers can demonstrate their own learning and hear from their peers.  
SI roles also reflected ways to create environments conducive for learning and 
experimentation. “I think it’s important to be approachable,” “providing support,” “I’m there to 
listen,” “You have value to us and we see you in your capacity,” and “empowering others to 
develop that tool for themselves” were just some of the phrases that participants used to describe 
how they approached others around digital-literacy-related topics. An academic librarian 
teaching information literacy spoke passionately about encouraging others’ learning from a place 
of genuine care and respect. “I’m not going to shame you and tell you Wikipedia is stupid and 
this is what you should be doing,” she said of her approach to helping others, adding “it’s a 
genuine, authentic kind of commitment between us, as people in positions of power, and those 
who are not.” She spoke specifically about the need to be approachable and welcoming when 
working with communities of color or low income, adding that her goal was to make sure 
“people aren’t scared” about engaging with, or trying out, technology. Being relatable, being 




curiosity in others and having them “take advantage of everything this community has to 
offer…and the library is one of those things.” 
Exhibiting humility, patience, and a non-judgmental attitude were key to helping others 
overcome hesitancies around using technology. Other participants spoke in similar ways 
reflecting SI actions—emphasizing how they make themselves available to help orient new 
members to a group or asking clarifying questions to help others work through a process. The 
importance of actions directed to the group environment was particularly salient within the local 
makerspace, where the community of tinkerers working within a space was almost as important 
as the access to equipment and knowledge. Helping to maintain and develop that community 
culture requires intent and reflects some of the ways that SI roles are enacted within the 
community and support digital literacy. As described by one participant talking about his and his 
fellow member’s actions:  
When new people approach us or even old people - like old friends - approach us with 
issues, we’ve both tried to stay extremely approachable. Especially in the makerspace or 
somebody who's having a problem. I always want me to be the first one they come to and 
not somebody else…So I try to stay very humble and approachable and uh, leave ego out 
of it, which I... Might be a weird thing to say, but it's such...in the tech community, it's 
full of such strong personalities that some people can become very difficult to deal with 
or harder to approach with problems. And I think we’ve both have spent a lot of time 
trying to make sure that we don't become those people and uh, that we are the easiest 
ones to come to with either with questions on projects or problems with space or anything 
of that nature because...asking somebody who could be considered an expert in their field 
a very basic, low level question is hard. I think, uh, just being sensitive to people's 
knowledge level in terms like that is really, important.  
 
For broader community initiatives, SI role actions helped coordinate activities within and 
across organizational boundaries. Participants spoke about the shift in how collaboration is being 
seen within the community. Individuals’ actions around role modeling, communication sharing, 
and recognizing others’ contributions to joint efforts (i.e., dimensions of the SI role) have 




communication and we want to find ways, all ways to leverage each other and what it is that 
we’re doing” in describing cross-sector collaboration efforts require frequent communication to 
coordinate activities, or “it’s really about a team and these ladies here (recognizing peer 
collaborators) have played a critical role bringing everyone to the table” in describing specific 
individuals’ approaches to leadership that are less hierarchical and more inclusive, or “so it’s 
bringing all of us together that are doing STEM outreach and trying to see what we’re doing,” in 
describing how to pool knowledge for advocacy and structuring volunteer participation.  
One participant spoke about how she helped organize a group of her peers serving in 
similar roles across districts. One of the goals of the group was to help support information 
sharing and collective learning about how to support technology integration and adoption, which 
speaks to both SI and Liaison roles. However, she also made note that the coaching model she 
and her colleagues had adopted went beyond pedagogy and best practices and helped influence 
school culture. She reflected:  
These nine districts are acting so fast because of the conversations that we're having and 
we're hearing the same information and we're meeting monthly and then that's finally 
getting into the classroom slowly. But also, it’s about building that culture in our school, 
that positive culture that we want our staff to love, to work in our schools.  
 
The preceding example has elements of the final collective leadership role to be explored, the 
Liaison (LIA) role. The Liaison (LIA) role has similarities to the SI role in its focus on 
interpersonal and group maintenance. However, while the SI role is more commonly concerned 
with internal group functioning, the LIA role focuses behaviors externally. 
4.7.5 Thematic Analysis: Liaison Role  
The Liaison (LIA) role focuses on developing and maintaining positive and useful 
relationships with external others. Of the data excerpts for collective leadership roles, 45% of 




• Advocate – advocates for and builds awareness for group    
• Dissemination – serves as a hub for information sharing 
• Networks – builds and develops relationships with external stakeholders 
The LIA role is a boundary-spanner and matchmaker role, an individual who helps share 
and bring back information and resources for the group. Out of necessity, this role is focused on 
communication dissemination and relationship-building. Given the focus on cross-sector, 
community-wide coordination around digital literacy within the current context, the LIA role 
was frequently evident across the dissemination and networks sub-codes.  
Utilizing personal networks was one of the main ways that individuals achieved work, 
both in relation to their specific organization and the ways many navigated the shared 
community space. Participants often described their role (formal or informal) within the 
community in similar ways using terms like “hub,” “information sharer,” “opportunity sharer,” 
“connector,” “someone who keeps their eyes and ears open,” is always “listening and asking 
questions,” and “opens opportunity.” A lack of organized and accessible information about who 
was doing what within the community around digital literacy and personnel transitions often left 
participants experiencing a frequent state of information seeking. The lack of mechanisms 
supporting information sharing and flow about community activities and available community 
resources were some of the main reported challenges by participants (Section 4.4.3; 4.8). 
Therefore, it was frequently up to individuals to find ways to build connections themselves.  
Part of the strategy employed by participants was building up a personal network. 
Actions such as listening, being present in multidisciplinary spaces, and serving on cross-sector 
advisory boards or committees were frequently cited strategies for staying knowledgeable about 




active listening and information-gathering, as well as benchmarking and individual research. 
Educators who acquired the mantle of the informal “technology person” within the school or 
organization spoke about the dissemination information they received. Some of this 
dissemination seemed more strategic than others. For example, one school educator who self-
identified as “a hub” spoke about developing relationships with people all over, from universities 
to the local Barnes & Noble, that have returned benefits, stating:  
When I find out new technology or somebody sends me something - you know we get 
advertisements and all that stuff but if I see something that I think ‘oh my, our English 
teacher would be very open to this and love it’ I send it to her and then if she finds 
interest in it then we start collaborating how do we do this and then that’s kind of how it 
sprouts.  
  
Members of a local makerspace discussed a personal connection developed through joint 
participation on various community committees. As a strong advocate for the makerspace, this 
friend would invite them to various events to promote the makerspace. “He’ll include us and be 
like, ‘hey I’m having this event,’” they reflected, but amended that “there’s nothing 
organizationally that is formalized.”  
 Some participants acknowledged specific responsibilities around LIA behaviors related to 
information sharing and resource identification within their formal roles—for example, serving 
as the conduit for information about webinars available through various databases and then 
coordinating processes to help register and track participation for internal unit professional 
development. Extension personnel who frequently are asked to be on advisory boards of various 
local organizations spoke about how these spaces were often fruitful platforms for presenting 
their organization as a potential collaborator and contributor within the community. In one 




connection and hopefully, you know, it's each time, each iteration is building on the previous one 
in some way.”   
 Beyond being present and developing connections with diverse others, part of the SI role 
is to then leverage those connections for information dissemination or advocacy, something 
participants were able to recognize. At the organizational level, educators spoke about doing this 
with their students, keeping up to date about new or trending technologies that could improve 
either their teaching within the classroom or their students’ knowledge and capacities. “My role 
is to open up I guess opportunity. So, I go to these camps and these you know talks and 
conventions and whatever and then whatever I learn I try to bring back to the kids,” stated one 
middle school educator. Part of this admission was grounded in educators’ stated beliefs about 
how they should be working to prepare their students for the future reality of a technology-
infused world. The other dimension was a lack of cohesive and consistent direction around this 
topic; many participants had to find their own way forward, as illustrated by one community 
educator who stated: “I'm starting to be able to identify people that I would, that I don't run into 
day to day, um, that I can go to for advice. So that's kind of new. Um, and I guess it helps me as 
like a leader...to be able to take these communities and start connecting people together through, 
through that, um, start solving their own problems by reaching out to that network that never 
existed before.”  
From the advocacy dimension of the LIA role, the clearest examples came within the 
local makerspace. Participants spoke about intentionally networking with other maker 
organizations to help promote Peoria as “a maker city, a kind of creative hub.” Other participants 
agreed, adding that an important benefit to a makerspace was the community culture within the 




community involved not only advocacy efforts via information sharing but also working to move 
locations to a more accessible part of the city and coordinating a regional Makerfest to promote 
creativity and making in all its forms. Advocacy also involved finding the right organizational 
contacts to expand services or open opportunities for future collaborations. A volunteer 
coordinator for the community FIRST programs worked to gain access to the local school 
districts to recruit coaches to run youth clubs, frequently utilizing professional contacts she had 
through her formal employment as an engineer and various professional associations of which 
she was a member.  
In summary, thematic analysis using the a priori coding scheme was able to confirm the 
existence of each role within the community. Furthermore, analysis identified the ways each role 
was enacted around digital literacy initiatives, both with and across organizational boundaries. 
Collective leadership roles were identified within the community, and the understanding of them 
has been discussed based on findings from both social network and thematic analysis. More 
about the implications for future research around collective leadership expression will be 
discussed in Chapter 5. The next section will briefly explore collective leadership role emergence 
(i.e., how individuals come to be identified as enacting different roles.) 
4.7.6 Expertise for Collective Leadership Emergence  
 One of the key dimensions of collective leadership paradigms is that people play different 
roles at different times (Gronn, 2002; Carter et al., 2006; Contractor et al., 2012). Scholars who 
have looked at collective leadership emergence proposed that it is an information-based process 
(Friedrich et al., 2009; Mumford et al., 2012) based upon work on top management teams where 
collaboration is driven by information demands and information exchange (Boone & Hendricks, 




upon the skills and knowledge (i.e., expertise) they can bring to bear on a problem. Expertise can 
involve multiple forms of information and knowledge; within the current context, I explored 
what type of expertise might prompt an individual to emerge as a leader around digital literacy. 
Given the predominant investigation of collective leadership in organizational settings, 
descriptions of expertise in the literature have tended to focus on domain-specific knowledge. 
This type of knowledge will subsequently be referred to as “technical expertise”, clarifying 
expertise primarily focused on problem-solving in group contexts. Mention of social expertise is 
also noted in the literature, but discussion is minimal, described with passing reference that 
individuals may also emerge in leadership roles because they are “a better motivator or have 
more interpersonal influence among team members…more “social expertise” rather than 
technical expertise” (Friedrich et al., 2009, p. 954). The far more common understanding of 
expertise is that it is domain-specific, specialized knowledge (Friedrich et al., 2009; Scott et al., 
2017). This predominance is not surprising, perhaps, given the primary exploration of leadership 
within organizational settings where problems can be better scoped and addressed with the 
resources at hand. However, I was interested in what types of expertise may have prompted 
participants to identify their peers for the collective leadership roles. Particularly with digital 
literacy as the topic domain, I was curious if individuals emerging in collective leadership roles 
would be due to their technical or social expertise, or some combination thereof.  
 The top individuals across general leadership (GL), information (INFO), and collective 
leadership (CL) are presented below. Expertise areas were identified through survey responses or 
interview transcripts; this information was either self-disclosed by participants or pulled from 
organizational documents (Table 33). It is interesting to note that top individuals within the GL 




educational settings. Those emerging as influential in the INFO network also reflected expertise 
around maker culture, as well as STEM education and youth development. Finally, individuals 
highly nominated by peers within the CL network reflected a slightly more expanded range of 
expertise with the inclusion of educational administration and leadership knowledge areas.  
With community efforts focusing on coordinating digital literacy initiatives, many of 
which are directed towards youth, the utilization of individuals with expertise in youth 
development, making, and specific applications of technology (such as coding and engineering) 
make sense. It also follows that those with educational and organizational leadership experience 
would be pivotal, particularly as the integration of technology and development of digital 
literacies occurs primarily within K-12 settings. The inclusion of these individuals could also 
imply that positional and organizational leadership is important for providing leadership around 
digital literacy. The fact that individuals on the educational leadership side do not emerge within 
the GL network is interesting. As discussed earlier, this could be due to participants’ own biases 
around what constitutes leadership versus being able to identify behaviors which were not 
explicitly named “leadership” in the survey questions. It also could be that individuals emerging 
in the GL network, as compared to the CL network, represent a different kind of leadership (i.e., 
thought leadership around a topic, versus leadership directed towards achievement of group tasks 
or goals, as collective leadership is framed). Therefore, initial exploration aligns with 
expectations of what types of technical expertise early community organizing around digital 
literacy—most applied within K-12 settings and directed at youth—would require. The next 
sections briefly summarize examples of technical expertise from participant transcripts before 












GL Info CL 
12  X  
Quantitative literacy, Technology, 
STEM education  
Education  
17   X 
Educational leadership, Curriculum 
development, Staff development 
Civic/government, 
Education  
43  X X 
Youth development, Mentoring, Peer 
education  
Community, Education  
53 X X X Maker culture Community, Private  
63   X Learning networks  Education, Community  
67 X   
Technology integration, Educational 
technology, Technology standards  
Other  
145   X 
Information literacy,  
Digital services 
Education, Museum/library  
147 X  X Engineering, Coding, Making Community, Private 
202   X 
Educational leadership, Educational 
technology  
Education 
240   X 
Educational administration, 




Examples of Technical Expertise  
Within the current context, technical expertise was found to reflect domain-specific 
knowledge. Individuals were seen in collective leadership roles through their ability to apply 
expertise to a specific challenge around digital literacy organizing. The following non-exhaustive 
examples reflect ways technical expertise supported collective leadership role emergence.   
 “My specialty is being a teacher, being in the classroom, and knowing how to use tools 
to be more innovative in the classroom,” stated one educator, whose district level position 
supports teacher technology adoption—how to integrate different technology applications, 
programs, and resources into teaching. Her expertise, based upon her years as a classroom 




as a coach to her peers around technology tools within her district. Her knowledge of classroom 
management, technology adoption, and educational technology resources helped her at pivotal 
moments to direct her peers to different technology resources or identify options for technology 
adoption models. Her domain-knowledge around educational technology also had her suggesting 
the Future Ready framework to her administration, resulting in a highly successful visioning 
process around technology. As stated by her superintendent about the impact of undergoing that 
process on the district: “And I think that’s, that is what really moved us into a vision about what 
we wanted. Um. Had we not done that I don’t think, I don’t, I don’t think we ever would have 
had an avenue to say it’s all connected.”  
Another participant spoke about the discussion with a peer that prompted the creation of a 
community resources around digital literacy for local area educators. “I attribute (the creation of 
the program) back to Linda,36” he stated, “Because I know that she knows how to like, you 
know, run it like a real program. Right?  I wouldn’t know where to start.” His colleague, Linda, 
leveraged her expertise in program development and management to clarify the scope and 
direction for the program (Navigator role) and later completed the necessary tasks and staffing 
requirements to implement monthly meetings (Engineer role). Social media expertise was 
important for the Liaison role emergence at a local science museum, supporting organizational 
priorities to establish the museum as leading educational resource across the community. 
Participants described their peer as a “social media guru” whose knowledge of social media 
management and content creation was important for helping the organization integrate into the 
local community by “getting our information other there and connecting us with other sites and 
local educators.”  
 




Leadership emergence via technical expertise was present and echoed some of the ways 
individuals were seen to play different leadership roles. However, technical expertise alone did 
not capture all the ways individuals emerged, or even how some individuals saw themselves as 
contributing to group processes. There was also important non-domain specific knowledge (i.e., 
social expertise) that was almost equally as important within the current study in helping 
community members organize around digital literacy. The next section will briefly introduce 
elements of social expertise.  
Examples of Social Expertise  
Social expertise includes knowledge and experiences around social and interpersonal 
dimensions, for example, managing conflict or communicating with different stakeholders. 
Within the current study, social expertise was also seen to reflect community-specific 
knowledge, for example, experience and knowledge about local community resources, 
organizations, or individuals. These individuals emerged into leadership roles via community-
knowledge or due to skills around supporting group process, rather than subject matter 
knowledge about technologies, digital literacy, or related domains (engineering, computer 
programming, etc.).  
Social expertise examples included skills related to vision-casting (Section 4.6.5.), 
motivating others, or building relationships. From a community-context standpoint, social 
expertise reflected leveraging knowledge about various community groups and potential partners 
to support digital literacy initiatives. Personal understanding of social context, including 
socioeconomic disparities and racial tensions in the region, was also important in helping 
individuals enact leadership roles with an awareness of local issues. For example, one academic 
librarian spoke about the saliency of her ethnic identity and her engagement in various social 




coordinating outreach events and presenting a welcoming presence to community members, her 
interpersonal skills and community-knowledge expertise serve her in a Social Integrator role. “I 
try to just be relatable and for people to identify the library and myself as someone that will help 
them. I just want people to be comfortable and be curious,” she described.  
One participant attributed her involvement in community-wide digital literacy initiatives 
as primarily due to her community knowledge. “I would say like for me it's been largely about 
building relationships… because I'm not the content provider of digital literacy, I’m not the 
expert, and I will never be that. But I'm really looking to see how we can connect with people or 
connect two groups together,” she shared. Seen as a Navigator and Liaison, her years of 
experience in the community and active engagement within various multidisciplinary spaces 
reflects her value in building relationships and providing direction around digital literacy.  
A member of the local community makerspace shared how he has leveraged local 
knowledge and personal networks to both elevate the profile of his organization (Liaison role) 
while also supporting organizational members’ personal development (Social Integrator, 
Engineer roles), specifically:    
I put a lot of effort into connecting people. Um, the last couple of years I've built a really 
large network and a lot of what I've tried to do, especially over the last year is just like I 
find an interesting person and I try to connect them with the right person to help them 
achieve their next level. Um, I found that, yeah, I am incredibly busy, and I am rarely the 
right person to help somebody achieve a goal where I must physically participate in 
something. But if I can make, uh, have somebody, help somebody find a programming 
expert to help them write their program, or like make that connection to get them to the 
next step. 
 
Knowledge of the community gained from personal networks was mentioned several times in 
helping participants overcome obstacles around digital literacy programs and activities. For 
example, one K-12 media specialist spoke about how contacts he has developed at the local Best 




technology-focused classes. His contacts have also helped him pass on savings and help his 
colleagues. “So, any time somebody needs something - whether it be supplies, where do I find 
this? I need to buy 100 textbooks, where is the cheapest place? I have enough contacts now in 
several locations I pretty much help everyone. I am not one to turn away free stuff. Somebody 
will use it somewhere, so we get it,” he shared, laughing.  
 Social expertise around interpersonal and group processes was also extremely important, 
particularly given the non-expert and voluntary nature of participation around this topic domain 
within the community (Section 4.3). Individuals with skills on coalition-building and personal 
motivation were seen as instrumental in getting “individuals to the table” to talk about digital 
literacy and how to develop it more broadly, particularly as several participants spoke about 
previous difficulties in collaboration due to interpersonal friction and “pervasive silos.” 
Therefore, several participants lacking specific technical knowledge about digital literacy but 
who had personal interest in the topic and highly developed interpersonal skills were often given 
credit for coalition building. In describing their philosophy, one of the individuals stated: “We 
really cannot move forward without looking at everybody as being part of the solution and 
having a really important part.” 
In summary, results of the analyses confirm that collective leadership a) is present within 
the community; b) supports digital literacy activity, both within organizations and more broadly 
across the community; and that c) emergence is through application of both technical and social 
expertise. Another interesting result includes the differences between CL role identification 
between social network and thematic analysis. Based upon network results, the NAV and ENG 
role were two of the largest networks, according to number of individuals (vertices) and 




degree and highest average nominations per respondent. In contrast, the thematic analysis of 
textual data found the opposite: SI and LIA roles were most frequently identified from among 
participant transcripts describing their work and others’ work within the community around 
digital literacy. This finding could be due to sampling and the choice in research design, in that 
the initial Master Stakeholder List was informed by highly engaged individuals who were 
themselves boundary-spanners and relationship-builders and therefore more reflective of SI and 
LIA roles. Referrals from this group alongside quota sampling methods could have trended the 
selection of interview participants towards individuals who operated in similar ways across the 
community. However, this finding could also reflect the current stage of organizing within the 
community, where these roles are more important in helping identify community resources and 
identify partnerships (more discussion in Chapter 5).  The final section in this chapter focuses on 
information behaviors and information needs.  
4.8 Community Information Behavior Around Digital Literacy    
Analyses around community information behaviors will be reviewed in this section by 
addressing the following questions:  
RQ 2: What information aspects, processes and mechanisms support and hinder 
community organizing?  
RQ 5: What are the informational needs of individuals engaged in community-focused 
digital-literacy-related initiatives?   
While Section 4.4.3 discussed general mechanisms of support and community challenges around 
organizing for digital literacy, this section focuses specifically on informational dimensions, 
namely, providing results of analyses exploring the informational needs, sources, and gaps 




network analysis around information relationships within the community, as introduced in 
Section 4.5. The second sub-section focuses on examining the community information needs, 
sources, and gaps around digital literacy, based upon thematic analyses of survey responses and 
initial interviews.   
4.8.1 Network Visualizations: Information Networks 
As introduced in Section 4.5, one of the three social network questions within the survey 
asked participants to identify up to five individuals whom they relied upon for 
information/advice related to digital literacy programming. Forty-three percent of participants 
responded to this question, identifying an average of 2.5 individuals, making it comparable in 
nominations to the GEN leadership network. Also, like the leadership network, participants were 
able to comment upon their interactions with each relationship mentioned along a 5-point scale, 
ranging from few and limited (1) to frequent and substantial (5). A visualization of the 
information (INFO) network, a grid layout according to connected components, is reflected in 













 Initial qualitative analysis of the information network shows a thin network, comprised of 
20 connected components, 45% of which exhibit homogenous same-sector nominations. Average 
in-degree is just under 1, reflecting most individuals (87%) within the network who received one 
or fewer nominations. Individuals with the highest nominations are, once again, embedded with 
the largest and most heterogenous component. Five percent of nominations were for 
organizations that were sources of information or advice around digital literacy within the 




leadership network (Section 4.6) and included: Extension’s 4-H, a local public library, one out-
of-region fabrication lab, one local community makerspace, and one government program related 
to biomedical and health information (National Network of Libraries of Medicine). None of the 
organizations received more than a single nomination. Reported quality of interaction was 
generally high quality and frequent, with an average interaction rating of 4.00/5.00. 
Table 34 
 
Information Network Metrics 
 
Graph Type Directed  
Vertices 102 
Edges 94 
Connected components (CC) 20 
Maximum vertices in a connected component 37 
Maximum edges in a connected component 46 
% homogenous in connected component  50% 
Average in-degree 0.9108 
In-degree range 5 
Average interaction 4.00/5.00 
Average clustering component 0.041 
Average nominations  2.50 
  
Considering the network from an information perspective, high quality and frequent 
interactions would be useful in addressing needs around digital literacy. The homogeneity of 
connected components may also be beneficial, in that even though less cross-sector information 
coordination is reflected, individuals are able to identify and access local information sources. 
However, fewer than 14% of individuals received two or more nominations as a source of 
information or advice around digital literacy, which may imply a shallow pool of local expertise. 
This possibility reflects findings presented in the following section exploring information needs, 
particularly related to the identification and access to local resources.  
Furthermore, of those individuals who received 2+ nominations within the network (i.e., 




sources of information for themselves. One explanation for this reinforces the possibility of a 
shallow pool of local expertise around the topic, in that those who are more expert in the 
community lack sources of advancement of their own thinking. It also may indicate that local 
experts do have information and advice relations but that they may exist outside the community 
and therefore were not included given the phrasing of the survey question. However, further 
research is needed to be able to draw a clearer conjecture on why this may be the case.   
I turn now to exploring community information needs, based off insights from thematic 
analysis of open-ended survey responses and participant interviews. The following section 
specifically discusses community information needs, in terms of information sought and 
information needed, and concludes with an overview of information sources around digital 
literacy leveraged by participants. 
4.8.2 Typology of Community Digital Literacy Information Needs  
 Participants reported several informational needs related to both the process of organizing 
around digital literacy as well as around the topic of digital literacy itself. Given the early state of 
organizing within the community, questions about digital literacy, its application to the 
immediate context, and how to begin to identify local capacity and expertise around digital-
literacy-related topic areas were some of the main informational-related needs identified by 
participants. Some individuals, due to personal interest or professional knowledge, were more 
informed about digital literacy than others (see Section 4.3.) However, there was still a general 
lack of professed group knowledge about what digital literacy was, how to teach it, and what the 
possibilities were to address it within the region, as well as how to identify, collect, and share 




The research design included multiple points where participant information needs were 
elicited. Initial interviews included questions to solicit participant perspectives on what was 
needed to support organizing around digital literacy, as well as individual needs to support their 
own digital literacy work. The survey included targeted questions to gauge community 
information needs by specifically asking:  
1. What kinds of information/advice do you seek out to help you with digital-
literacy-related initiatives?  
2. What are other main sources of information/advice that help you support digital-
literacy-related initiatives?  
3. What information or resources do you think are needed to better support digital-
literacy-related initiatives within your community?  
Final interviews also included questions about how individuals identified as playing leadership 
roles negotiated these roles in supporting both digital literacy and technology more generally. 
Analyses of both transcript and survey data raised several salient aspects of information needs 
within the community around the topic domain. Further analysis of these aspects resulted in the 
creation of a unique typology of information needs within the community around digital literacy, 
representing one of the contributions of the study (see Chapter 5). The typology consists of 
Educational, Technical, Organizational and Community-specific information needs (Figure 18). 









Typology of Information Needs 
 
 
Educational Information Needs  
Educational information needs reflected many of the participants’ challenges, questions, 
and concerns around developing digital literacies in others across both formal and informal 
educational spaces. Needs mostly revolved around curriculum, calls for specific activities or 
lesson plans as well as how to apply concepts to different subject areas. “I mostly need pre-made 
curriculum or educational tools to teach programming skills and/or STEAM concepts,” stated 
one educator. Another stated that he was looking for “activities to build early primary skills in 
the area” while other comments centered around sources for “free app, templates, gadgets” or 
“introductions to programming resources within our region and throughout the state.” A 
secondary dimension related to educational information needs included not just access to 
resources, but access to expert-reviewed or vetted resources.  
As described in Section 4.6, most participants—not just those identified in leadership 
roles—recounted some degree of feeling overwhelmed by technology. Even though many 
participants identified online resources as a source of information to support their work (Table 
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The sense of information overload had many participants looking for vetted resources or relying 
upon local expertise to help them make sense of the options. “I bounce ideas off her to get better 
insight into my offerings,” stated one museum educator. Another participant at a local 
community college named a personal contact who “I talk to frequently about ideas I have 
regarding digital literacy and how it should be taught at my college.”   
If participants did not have access to experts themselves, they often mentioned the need 
for vetted resources that could provide suggestions on what applications (apps) were most 
helpful, suggestions on activities to teach digital literacy concepts, or aggregated resource lists 
for teaching. These how-to questions covered general advice and suggestions well as very 
technical topics (which will be the focus of the next section). One participant summed up this 
dimension of educational information needs nicely, stating they looked for individuals who could 
serve as a “sounding board for ideas” and a network of people who could “filter out the nuggets 
from the piles of information available.” 
Educational information needs also included questions around curriculum, pedagogy, and 
clarifying digital literacy’s application to other topic domains. Questions about how to teach 
digital literacy intersected with Organizational information needs, as they raised dimensions 
related to organizing. The relative “newness” of the topic domain within the community meant 
there was a lack of established organizational resources like standards, policies, and processes of 
personnel support. Therefore, many participants were looking for information that could not only 
immediately help them teach digital literacy but also related to mechanisms for how to support 
digital literacy education long-term. “We need core knowledge about what digital literacy is and 
how to implement initiatives at our school,” stated one educator, highlighting the importance of 




casting mentioned in Section 4.6.5. Participant comments also alluded to the importance of 
knowing enough about digital literacy to be able to contextualize it for different learners. One 
community college administrator spoke about just this fact in how her educators were trying to 
make sense of digital literacy in relation to the various educational paths available within the 
school. “It (digital literacy) means something completely different to my purpose then it does to 
the welding guy, you know. Or even in my business programs or culinary arts. So, we’re trying 
to contextualize what (DL) means and connect them to general education goals depending on 
what their program is.”  
Benchmarking behaviors also were evident, as participants sought out information related 
to digital-literacy-related topics and trends to inform their own work. As presented in previous 
sections, benchmarking is a recurring theme for organizing around digital literacy within the 
region (see Sections 4.4., 4.6, 4.7). Specific to information needs, benchmarking was important 
in helping educators identify what to teach (i.e., the content.) “I don’t know what is new and 
exciting that we should be using in our classrooms…what is out there that people are doing,” 
stated one K-12 educator while discussing why she follows peer districts’ social media feeds. 
Another educator said something very similar, sharing how he keeps an eye on different program 
and funding opportunities around “who’s doing cool stuff” in order to think about ways to 
incorporate them into his classes. Educators working within informal spaces—such as libraries, 
museums, or youth camps—also spoke about the importance of benchmarking in helping them 
identify programmatic options and content. “I look to what other museums are doing,” “what 
programs and information we might want to offer at the library,” or “what types of information 




benchmarking related to helping them identify the content and suite of offerings for 
programming efforts.  
Related to information needs around content, benchmarking was also seen to provide 
participants information on how to conduct programming efforts around digital literacy topic 
areas. Participants spoke about the types of professional learning their organization should be 
providing in order to “best support teachers” or explore “how peers have carried out similar 
initiatives.” Needs related to learning theory and how to integrate technology were discussed, 
which reflects another intersection between educational information needs and organizational 
information needs. While an exploration of organizational information needs will be discussed 
below, it is an important reminder that the categorization of information needs presented in 
Figure 18 is not mutually exclusive and reflects the complexity of digital literacy development 
within the community.  
Technical Information Needs  
Technical information needs represent perhaps the most well-defined category, in that 
they reflect very specific needs around the technical components of digital literacy education, 
namely, questions regarding different hardware, software, and equipment employed to teach 
digital literacy topics. Splitting up technical concerns from more general educational-related 
information needs seemed important given the predominance of technologies within the digital 
literacy conversation in the community (see Chapter 5). Technical information needs reflected 
questions related to specific tools and applications, as well as logistical planning questions 
related to providing such tools to learners.  
Participants’ needs tended to be more specific and connected to questions around 
applications or a piece of equipment. “Advice on 3D printers,” “how to deal with technology 




a variety of software” reflected the gamut of information needs within this category. Part of these 
questions were due to the newness of the technology itself, with many educators mentioning 
feeling like they were “constantly on their toes” in applying various new technologies (like 
Makey Makey robots, Arduino circuit boards, or 3D printers) in their digital literacy education 
efforts. There was also the feeling of needing to be ahead of students, many of whom were 
viewed as more familiar with technology. As stated by one educator: “Mostly I look for how-to 
info for some of the equipment. My students are more advanced than most and ask very technical 
questions I don’t always know the answer to.”  
Participants also mentioned information needs related to the more general outfitting of 
digital literacy spaces. While there was not a shared idea of what the physical spaces supporting 
digital literacy education should look like, there was some general consensus that environments 
that supported digital literacies education were open and flexible spaces that provided 
appropriate amounts of technology while encouraging connection and collaboration. Participants 
described the need for “kids being able to move around the room” or envisioned “student-driven 
participation focusing on the process of creativity building” while “learning to work in a group 
with people you don’t know well.” In doing her own information gathering, one participant 
spoke about the shift from computer labs in schools to media spaces and individual devices, 
stating: “if you have a lab, that’s so early 2000s. Having a lab is actually a bad thing because it 
says, ‘technology goes on over there.’” Instead, many participants spoke about teaching 
problem-solving and supporting creativity as it relates to digital literacy (Section 4.4.1) and then 
gaining a better understanding of what should be in the space to support creative processes.   
Equipment-related questions such as these were also reflective of Technical information 




could help them know how to set up learning spaces for digital literacy. As shared by one 
educator, “I need information on what works and what doesn't when start a maker space area at 
our school.” Other participants spoke how having already-constructed equipment lists at different 
price points, or a list of ‘essential’ tools and equipment would be helpful in contributing to 
conversations about how to support digital literacy within different organizations. Some of those 
conversations were funding-related, where having a better sense of the costs and bare minimum 
requirements for digital literacy spaces would be helpful in submitting proposals or prioritizing 
organizational goals. Case in point, one public librarian spoke about wanting to update their 
conference room space to be more user-friendly and reflective of the types of technological 
capabilities her clientele may need. She stated:  
Being able to have meetings and being able to use the whiteboard or to be able to do the 
video conferencing and that type of thing, we really aren’t set up to be able to do that. So, 
I certainly would take some of the money to do that. I would invest in some really 
fabulous scanners and I think I would invest in some of the- I want to call it print 
technology but maybe it would even be doing more with and this kind of goes into the 
maker’s space stuff where people could do their own like podcasting and you know doing 
like a studio and learning how to do more with their digital photography and those things 
are all things that we kind of always had at a lower priority. 
 
While benchmarking gave her a good idea of what kinds of things may be present in such a 
space, she still was unsure what the costs would be or what technologies should be considered. 
Advice on the technical requirements and equipment was something that she identified would be 
needed in helping fulfill her vision.  
The Technical category also included information needs related to personal skill 
development—both in terms of perceived levels of technical acumen as well as infrastructure to 
support technical skill development in others. The first dimension, related to personal skill 
development and perceived levels of technical acumen, mirrors findings presented in Section 




personal identity as well as illustrated behaviors around ongoing personal learning. As stated by 
one educator who discussed how his interest in technology helps him remain engaged: “I think 
I’ve just been interested in technology, so I’ve always just kept up on technology. Um. You 
know I go to a lot of things that are technology based, just conferences and such.” Another 
educator, working within the public museum context, spoke more about her difficulties in 
teaching in this area due to her previous academic background. She stated:  
I know from my perspective it’s a lot of learning because I have a history background, so 
I didn’t really come in with a lot of pre-existing science or technology information. So, 
I’ve had to do a lot of research on my own and catch myself up and learn enough to be 
able to teach. 
 
Such sentiments were echoed by others and are further corroborated by the demographics of 
participants, many of whom are new to their roles without formal responsibilities for digital 
literacy education (Section 4.3).  
Organizational Information Needs  
The Organizational category reflects information needs surrounding processes, policies, 
and infrastructure within and across organizations to support and sustain digital literacy work. 
This involves specific needs related to the identification and access to organizational contacts 
and gatekeepers as well as overall structures to support information sharing, organizational 
workflows, or collaborations. Due to the relative newness of the topic domain within the region, 
the lack of organizational resources like standards and policies as well as personnel and 
collaboration support were salient to many participants. As such, dimensions from both 
Educational and Community-specific information needs categories are also reflected within this 
category as participants highlighted inherent difficulties within the community or their 
organizations in attempting to educate around digital literacy in both formal and informal 




Regarding organizational contacts and gatekeepers, participant comments reflected a lack 
of knowledge about both who to contact and how to contact other organizational units. Some of 
this lack of knowledge was due to personnel transitions which left a gap in participants’ 
understanding of both who the new individual was and their level of potential interest in 
continuing existing relationships. A community-focused participant spoke this way about a 
previously known contact at a local employer who served on her organization’s advisory 
committee, stating:  
Barbara37 was on it…but she moved to a new job. She was the education person there and 
was doing a lot and was really trying to make it a great program. But there have been 
personnel changes and she is no longer in that position… I’m not sure who that person is 
now, or if they would have any interest in working with us in that way. 
 
 Other participants mentioned similar difficulties. For example, one staff member at the 
local development council responsible for educational partnerships spoke about the difficulties 
he had in connecting with the right contacts across area school districts and how that impacted 
his ability to provide programming support. A major success this past year was recounted as 
“being able to get into schools and work 1:1 with the school counselors, which is a huge thing – 
when we can communicate directly with the person who is our audience, our client, whatever 
you want to call them…it’s ideal.”  
 Challenges with gatekeepers were indicative of larger information needs related to 
understanding how to navigate complex organizational systems. Given the focus of digital 
literacy on educational programming, and educational programming particularly for youth, many 
volunteers who served as community volunteers recounted the challenges they experienced 
working with local school districts. The need for not only awareness-building around available 
events but also the management of administrative tasks like consent forms, registration, and 
 




transportation became deterrents for collaboration. Participants in both professional associations, 
like Society for Women in Engineering (SWE), and community youth groups, like FIRST Lego 
League, mentioned the challenges with coordinating events within and across school districts.  
As stated by one participant:  
I mentioned in passing, but I do wish there were a better way to communicate with the 
local schools about our events and what we are doing. Because, once I’ve noticed that 
many of the parents, teachers, or students who attend our events, who…once it happens, 
there is a stream of requests for things to happen at their schools. I don’t know if they 
(the school districts) have a communication going on in the various schools in the district, 
so it’s just that…..it’s something that would be… would make…you know since most of 
our, I mean we are all volunteers and we do plan the events ourselves. It would be great 
help if there was a better way or a built-in way, for these organizations, these voluntary 
organizations to cater to them (the schools), to help them out since we are catering to 
their requests, to have them help figure out part of the logistics. If there could be a 
different, and a better way to have it all done. 
 
Many participants expressed the difficulties of navigating organizational systems as outsiders 
unaware of organizational protocols or contacts. With many initiatives being primarily volunteer-
driven and volunteer-supported, there was an unspoken recognition that too many organizational 
challenges could result in the discontinuation of various programs. Therefore, the reduction of 
barriers for outside collaboration was an important information need and organizing practice for 
participants, particularly in programs around digital literacy.  
 Challenges around organizational information needs were not just limited to outsiders to 
an organizational system; many organizational insiders also identified ways existing 
organizational processes were insufficient for current needs around digital literacy. A participant 
in the educational sector spoke about current organizational communication systems and the 
limitations she saw in their implementation around digital literacy. “We have a curriculum 
steering committee, that we’re taking another look at.  Its where all the superintendents come 




recognizing the participation of higher-level organizational members. “But I don’t think they’re 
as in touch with what’s going on in their classroom as they sometimes profess to be. So, I’m 
trying to figure that out…cuz the information stops there.” As she saw it, the limitations of 
current organizational communication channels widened the disconnect between organizational 
higher-ups and individual teachers, many of whom were taking individual initiative to 
incorporate technologies into their classrooms.  
Other challenges required the creation of new workflows. For example, a major success 
across many educational districts in recent years was the establishment of Digital Learning 
Coaches, a dedicated staff position focusing on supporting pedagogical practice and instruction 
around technology. While these staff roles reflected beneficial organizational infrastructure and 
provided benefits to individual districts, there existed a lack of coordination across staff roles at a 
higher level. Realizing the potential for increased communication and collective learning among 
these new roles, one district coach decided to take it upon herself to initiate a technology-focused 
learning community comprised of coaches across districts. In her own words:  
…so, I formed this group around, um, with all the digital learning coaches and 
instructional coaches and technology coordinators that we work close with as a district. 
And so, there's nine schools now in our group when we meet monthly. Um, so and we 
talk about what we're doing and how we can continue to move forward and the struggles 
that we're having. So that's helped all of us because it's new here. It may not be new in 
Chicago area, but it's new in our central Illinois area and it's new down south. So, we’ve 
seen literacy coaches in our classrooms for content, but we've never seen this digital 
learning coach side happening in our classrooms. So, it's totally new for districts. 
 
Identification of insufficient organizational processes was not unique to educational 
districts. Participants within civic government also mentioned the challenges the city experienced 
with its constituencies around digital literacy. “The community itself has a digital literacy 
problem,” stated one city employee. “There are whole swaths of population that have no idea any 




them in the community…so, while we wish everyone had exactly the same skillset and toolbox 
to tap into, that’s not the case. So, the organization and entity that is here to serve the public - 
how can we modify our actions to best serve those needs?” A county official I spoke to 
commented on how transitions in government services to online formats were generally a benefit 
but that they highlighted gaps in the city’s ability to adequately relay that information to the 
population through the typical communication channels, such as mailings, online feedback 
surveys, or town hall meetings. “Now I think the challenge is finding the suite of initiatives that 
capitalizes on peoples’ presence online but also takes into consideration those who don’t have 
access to it. And through this discussion I’ve been wondering if it’s the city’s responsibility to 
educate individuals on how to provide feedback online and not just expect that if we have a 
platform online then we’re doing…that we’re doing a good job” he wondered.  
 Learning how different technologies could support organizational work and subsequently 
impact organizational communication and collaboration was also a theme. Participants working 
within corporate settings spoke about the recent roll-out of collaborative tools within their 
division that helped open opportunities for new collaborations and interactions. “I can go find a 
channel that’s full of people who are interested in a topic I’m asking questions about and throw 
something out there and I know the quality know, like the quality of answers are a lot better, that 
the speed at which the discussion brings you to the solutions is a lot better,” mentioned one 
participant, describing how this resource has helped him identify local expertise that he’s 
leveraged for both his professional responsibilities and his personal community memberships. 
Another corporate participant mentioned similar communication channels that she has utilized to 
identify new members for her professional engineering association as well as coordinate 




technological capabilities of Facebook to maintain contact with student participants of their 
STEM-focused programs and their parents was also mentioned by one woman who worked in 
local industry and also served on the committee of the local Society for Women Engineers 
(SWE) chapter. “It’s a sort of community, a network online of all the students who’ve been 
exposed to SWE programs. So, you can get a newsletter through that, that shares when events 
happen in your area,” she stated, mentioning it was a new initiative with her organization to 
better communicate with program alumni and educators.  
Within the community makerspace, participants spoke about the implementation of Slack 
as a pivotal organizational communication resource. Members used it to share information about 
volunteer opportunities and events and to coordinate logistics with membership. It also was an 
electronic extension of the makerspace itself. “Yah we run ourselves off of Slack,” laughed one 
participant, sharing that it was almost a rite of membership to create your own account and join 
the organizational channel:  
We run so many conversations in Slack, and I would almost say that we are probably 
more digital as a maker’s space zone then physical because so much stuff going on in 
Slack right now.  I’ll have conversations with people that I don’t even- because they 
don’t put their picture on their icon - when I get to the maker’s space somebody random 
will come up to me and start talking to me about something and I won’t understand and 
then I’m like – oh, we’ve talked about this for two weeks. Yah.  I finally know who you 
are. 
 
In summary, Organizational information needs reflected information related to 
identifying, accessing, and leveraging organizational resources. Some of the needs centered 
around organizational contacts and reflected challenges participants experienced in gaining entry 
to complex organizational systems. Other needs reflected organizational workflows for 
coordination and communication and the ways participants were leveraging these, or building 




information needs can overlap with each other; this is evident in the next section, which focuses 
on information sought regarding the local context.  
Community-Specific Information Needs  
The final category represents community-specific information needs which included 
awareness about community resources and information to help coordinate information sharing 
across the community about digital-literacy-related initiatives, as well as storytelling dimensions 
to better articulate the value of digital literacy programs to various stakeholders. Related to some 
of the previously stated challenges for organizing (Section 4.4.3), most participants commented 
on their lack of awareness about digital-literacy related resources across the community. 
Resources included not just programs and events focused on digital literacy skill development 
but also individuals with different expertise around this topic.  
“Prior to her introduction you know I was not specifically aware of any digital literacy 
initiatives in our community and that was something I should know given the position that I have 
in this organization,” stated one county official. He was commenting how, given the transition of 
many county and city business to online platforms, digital literacy skills would be important for 
citizen participation in and use of these new modes of interaction with local government. A 
public librarian echoed the importance of developing digital literacy, speaking particularly about 
how focusing efforts on individuals of all ages, not just youth, is important for civic engagement 
in the move towards online resources. She recounted some of the challenges her staff faced 
helping individuals who were told to come to the library for help filing their tax forms online, as 
well as the general lack of resources around basic computer literacy. “We’ve had some very 
interesting conversations with people who are very upset with our staff who can’t help them fill 




adding that “there aren’t a lot of places for people to go and have help with that (online 
marketplace) and yet that’s where they’re being told to do.”  
Depending upon how connected individuals were, some could name “hot spots” (e.g., 
specific organizations, individuals, or programs doing innovative things around digital literacy.) 
For example, some educators could identify a few districts who they felt were “doing some 
pretty cool things,” “innovative things,” and really “setting the bar” in providing technology-
supported learning opportunities for their students. Participants working within the community 
sphere could name specific organizations or individuals focused on digital-literacy-related 
programming (i.e., staff at the Center for STEM Education at Bradley or the 4G STEM Camp 
offered by the regional Extension office.) However, most of this knowledge came from personal 
contact with these sources, such as being a volunteer or collaborator, or was because of one’s 
position within an organization. For example, higher-level educational administrators or 
educators whose specific job was focused on some aspect of digital literacy seemed to have a 
better sense of opportunities within their community sector. Yet, even these individuals reflected 
upon their lack of awareness about what was happening within the community around digital 
literacy topics. As stated by one area superintendent (whose own district was named as a digital 
literacy hotspot by peers) in sharing his practice of following other districts’ social media feeds: 
“And that’s another sad thing – I mean why is it that I don’t know?”   
Related to awareness of community resources, participants also spoke to challenges with 
information coordination. One dimension of information coordination dealt with understanding 
where potential overlaps existed between organizational entities involved in providing digital 
literacy programs and services. Given the limited resources (both financial and human), it was 




community but also to whom. Participants spoke about different target audiences for services—
for example, Extension personnel reporting the number of questions they received asking about 
when “a STEM Camp for boys” would be offered or the highlighting of literacy needs for older 
community members. There was also the desire to know what was available in order to offer 
complementary but not duplicative resources. A college educator involved in STEM education 
spoke directly to this need as it related to identifying funding priorities, stating: “We can’t reach 
everyone so if there are places that we are overlapping perhaps there would be better ways to 
spend funds if we could couple things together in a different way we were touching everyone 
instead of the same group 15 times.”  
The other dimension of information coordination was related to general organizing, in the 
ways that participants were trying to establish processes to address information needs around 
community resources. Some participant comments reflected work that was being done by 
individual organizations to support information sharing, particularly around educational needs. 
For example, a participant working in industry who also was a member of a national engineering 
professional association spoke about her association’s efforts to create community websites for 
teachers to share classroom resources. “They don’t have to become members even,” she stated to 
clarify the lack of financial barriers to access, “they can just sign up and look at all the resources 
- like what other teachers are doing nation-wide to attract and keep on teaching students in their 
programs. Or even experiments or workshops they can do with the students to get them more 
interested in STEM and STEAM.” Examples of other organizational-focused information 
sharing efforts were discussed in Section 4.4.3.  
Community-wide efforts to coordinate information sharing was also met with trial and 




the level that other people are sharing to that newsletter or calendar,” shared one participant who 
works with universities and the community, describing challenges around engagement and 
contribution. Participants commented that few organizations were the main ones posting content 
to different sites; even with different platforms in place, there was a lack of broader engagement 
in sharing content and information. The creation of Facebook groups like Tech Teachers GP was 
seen to help, in that they “aggregate a lot of thoughts from the community and helps community 
to the bigger educator community.” However, much of the community-wide coordination of 
information was still seen by participants as generally fragmented. “I think there are more 
organic networks then there used to be, but I don't think there's a central place where people to 
find information”, shared one participant in an initial interview. Since then, there has been some 
movement forward within the community, including the Greater Peoria STEAM Collaborative, 
managed by the Greater Peoria Economic Development Council38, and the Greater Peoria 
Innovation Events Calendar39, managed by the Peoria Innovation Alliance. Each resource 
focuses on different segments of the population and reflects various levels of activity in terms of 
posted events.   
The final dimension of community-related information needs was related to storytelling 
(i.e., how to share information that articulates the value of digital literacy programming to 
relevant stakeholders or contributes to a larger narrative around Peoria’s uniqueness.) The latter 
was connected to larger goals around the economic development of the region, as participants 
spoke about the importance of being able to raise the profile of Peoria among both current and 
prospective residents. Participants spoke about “the need for talent to survive,” of being able to 







capacity was a “vital part of our future for the entire region.” Because of these sentiments, digital 
literacy-related programs were often seen as opportunities to develop this local talent and create 
the type of ecosystem that encourages innovation and entrepreneurship40.  
Two participants, both involved in local industry and with the community makerspace, 
spoke about the lack of general awareness among the populace about Peoria’s accomplishments. 
“Because you hear all the time, you know, that ‘Oh, it's just Peoria.’ No, no, you don't realize 
that there's autonomous cars. You don't really realize there are robot surgeries going on, research 
about that” they shared, discussing a peer’s new initiative within the community focusing on 
supporting local innovation efforts. “There's a lot of stuff that the community is feeling bad 
about because they think that they're only in Peoria. And they're…they're fleeing. But there a lot 
going on that you can support - if you knew about it, you probably would support it,” they 
concluded, adding in the involvement of their local makerspace in supporting efforts to raise 
awareness about the supportive climate for innovation within Peoria. One example, Peoria Ignite, 
provides a venue to showcase local area talent around making and the arts. Organized by River 
City Labs, this yearly event has seen steady involvement among exhibitors and draws a large 
crowd from across the region, which has helped elevate community awareness around making 
culture. The opening of the Peoria Playhouse Children’s Museum in 2015 and the move of River 
City Labs to a more accessible location in 2019 have further helped these efforts.  
Aside from connecting to a larger regional narrative, community storytelling needs were 
also related to stakeholder engagement. Participants supporting and implementing digital literacy 
programs spoke about the importance of collective data to share back with stakeholders about the 
importance of supporting the programs and the value it provides. For example, one community-
 




focused educator providing STEM camps for middle school girls spoke about the importance of 
collecting data to share back with their university partner, who hosted the camp on campus:  
One thing that I was thinking about when you were talking is we should probably do a 
better job of capturing some of the- even if its anecdotal things from the students - like 
the first year we did the STEM camp and we did the parent orientation, you know when 
we asked how many of you have been to the university before? And you know, 2 of 
them, 2 of the families had been for a basketball game. And so, you know, those kinds of 
things might be important for them (the university) to know….  just showing that linkage 
to students are coming on to campus because of these programs and it might be the first 
time they’ve been on campus. 
Storytelling also came up in discussions with K-12 educators. While Educational 
information needs (as discussed in the prior section) focused on addressing a lack of knowledge 
around activities or pedagogical best practices around technology, there was also a dimension of 
participant responses that connected to storytelling, particularly, in presenting one’s district as 
innovative and cutting-edge for current students, prospective students, and teachers. The 
prominence of technology resources, technology-focused extracurricular student clubs like 
FIRST Lego League, and availability of STEAM/STEM curriculum on many district websites 
reflected the cachet placed in this area.  
4.8.3 Information Needs Summary  
 The categorization of information needs explored above reflect the general types of 
information salient to participants engaging in digital literacy work within the community 
setting. These categories represent content-specific information sought by participants in their 
provision of digital literacy programming initiatives, such as information related to the content 
and delivery of digital literacy topics, the use of digital technology equipment, and application to 
various educational contexts. The categories also include information needs related to organizing 
processes—most notably related to the identification, access, and leveraging of community 




 The above categorization does not distinguish between information sought in the daily 
work of participants’ efforts and information participants perceive to be missing within the 
community that would better support their efforts. In this sense, the integrated analysis of survey 
and transcribed interview data was flattened (i.e., there was no consideration of how participants 
considered information they had access to but needed to utilize frequently, as compared to 
information that they did not know was present but needed.) This distinction has implications for 
prioritizing community efforts, for example, structures or opportunities that could have 
immediate impact around current information needs related to supporting educators in their 
construction and delivery of digital literacy programming. It also could help identify areas for 
larger impact that may require more effort (i.e., different types of collaborations, more 
coordination among stakeholders, etc.) The purpose of this section is to add context to the 
discussion of information needs to explore this distinction.  
 First, it is helpful to consider the below two tables (Table 35 and Table 37) which provide 
thematized findings from analysis of the open-ended survey questions inquiring about participant 
information needs. As shown in Table 35, information currently sought by participants mostly 
focused on educational matters: benchmarking information about best practices and trends 
(21%), expertise around specific topics (36%), and curriculum and instruction resources (32%). 
In considering the early stage of organizing around digital literacy, educational-related 
information needs fit establishing community understanding of digital literacy and how to 
integrate it into programming efforts and various services. The high percentage of educational 
information needs is also representative of the percentage of individuals from the education 




educational programming, individuals working in both formal and informal educational settings 





Category   Theme Description  Percentage of 
Responses 
Educational Benchmarking  Best practices in teaching, pedagogy 
Trends in teaching activities, 
technology, and applications 
21% 
Educational Expertise  How-to information 
Idea generation around a topic 





People Local expertise 
Identifying collaborators and 
volunteers  
8% 
Educational Resources Curriculum, instruction tools, and 
activities 
32% 
Technical  Technical Infrastructure questions 




 Second, in terms of understanding where individuals found information to address these 
needs, most relied upon online resources (Table 36) such as specific websites (34%), social 
media (15%), or publications (15%). Anecdotally, many participants within educational settings 
(K-12 schools, public libraries, museums) spoke about the importance of Twitter and Pinterest in 
helping them find resources around specific programming content areas of activities. Twitter was 
also seen as beneficial for pedagogical and instructional resources, particularly when participants 
followed peer organizations or participated in focused #edchats about relevant topics. People—
peers, colleagues or locally known experts—were the second highest reported source of 
information (17%). However, as discussed above and in previous sections (Section 4.8.1), there 
are limitations for many participants in connecting with local resources, both from an awareness 




the lack of dedicated personnel responsible for digital literacy in early stages of community work 
also made it difficult to connect with local expertise. While some of that is changing, with the 
establishment of digital learning coaches in educational districts for example, the social network 
analyses presented in previous sections of this chapter due point indicate capacity issues around 





Category  Description Percentage 
Events/programs Conferences, workshops, programs, meet-ups, webinars   7% 
Organizations  Local and national organizations and associations 14% 
People  Peers, colleagues, local experts 17% 
Publications  Online articles, organizational publications, articles, books 15% 
Social media  Blogs, Pinterest, Twitter, newsfeeds 15% 
Websites  Bookmarked sites from specific organizations, educational 
clearinghouses, listservs, general searching  
34% 
 
Third, it is interesting to compare the how different categories of informational needs 
shift when considering information participants feel is missing in helping them conduct their 
work around digital literacy. Comparing Table 35 to Table 37,  we see that most of the perceived 
missing information needs fall within Community-specific or Organizational categories. 
Notably, information needs related to infrastructure (50%), which encapsulates coordinated 
information-sharing, funding opportunities for programming, and access to high-quality, vetted 
resources around digital literacy, as well as general community information (14%) and people 
(8%). In addition, missing needs associated with the Educational category pivot from activities 
and content to more process- and support-oriented needs, such as frameworks for technology 
integration, ongoing professional development and teacher training, or specialized content. These 
results reflect perceived gaps in the current knowledge base within the community. While the 




they also could be present but limited in their dissemination. Returning to the sociograms 
presented in previous sections, information and leadership networks were shown to be 
disconnected with varying amounts of cross-sector relationships and few key individuals 
identified by peers. While present, these networks are limited in their scope and connections to 
different sectors of community members involved in digital literacy work. corroborating 










information   
Awareness building 
Storytelling (articulating value, 
community success stories)  
14% 
Educational  Curriculum and 
instruction 
Educational/pedagogical strategies and 
frameworks to guide work 












People  Local expertise 





Resources  Curated resources on specific content 
topics and for special populations 
Example lesson plans, activities  
17% 
 
4.9 Conclusion  
 
 In conclusion, this chapter presented analytical findings from the mixed methods study 
combining social network analysis and thematic analysis of textual data to explore research 
questions related to community organizing and leadership roles around digital literacy. Results 
confirmed the existence of collective leadership within the community, explored the structure of 




detailed mechanisms supporting and inhibiting community organizing around digital literacy, 
and addressed information needs. The next chapter integrates these findings and presents main 




CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
5.1 Introduction 
This dissertation explored community organizing processes around a digital-literacy-
related initiative by applying a collective leadership (CL) framework—comprised of 
behaviorally based leadership roles—to grassroots community organizing efforts; this study also 
represents a novel application of the collective leadership model to a community setting. I 
explored organizing practices and community information needs around digital literacy work. I 
accomplished this by analyzing data collected from a mixed methods research design 
incorporating responses from a cross-section of individuals involved in digital literacy initiatives 
within the Peoria, IL, community. Forty-one initial interviews, social network survey responses 
from 78 participants, and final interviews with eight individuals identified as serving in 
leadership roles around digital literacy were analyzed in order to answer the following research 
questions:  
1) How does a community organize around digital literacy programming related 
initiatives? 
2) What informational aspects, processes, and mechanisms support and hinder 
community organizing around digital literacy in this context? 
3) What form does leadership take in this context?  
4) How are leadership roles connected to information sharing/digital literacy 
organizing among community members? 
5) What are the informational needs of individuals engaged in leadership roles 




The current chapter concludes the dissertation by providing an overview of key themes from 
synthesis of data integration, summarizing the key findings and contributions from the study, and 
outlining implications for both research and practice. It ends with a discussion of the study’s 
limitations and potential directions for future research.  
5.2 Main Themes from Integrated Analysis  
The following sections each focus on one of four main themes (Table 6) identified 
through an integrated analysis of the data corpus. These themes reflect dynamics around 
questions of digital literacy and leadership and have implications for the sustainability and 
implementation of community-wide initiatives. While aspects of each of these themes have been 
discussed in the previous chapter, the following sections provide a synthesis of findings 
mentioned throughout the study.  
5.2.1 “All that’s old is new again”: Contextualizing Digital Literacy  
In my era we all lamented over ‘oh my God’ we’ve got to learn (Microsoft) Word. It’s the 
same damn thing with a different function key, pardon me, and now it’s all Google. I 
don’t get it. It’s the same thing but a different flavor. As far as 10 years ago you know, it 
was all ‘the Internet’ and ‘computer labs’ and now it’s…we’re back to hands-on and 
tinkering and things like that.”  
- Private school educator 
 
Community understandings of and perspectives towards digital literacy reflect a variety 
of standpoints informed through personal opinions and professional experiences. The first theme 
of the study is the variety of ways digital literacy was conceptualized by participants. While the 
application of digital literacy was often the stated concern for participants, insights gained from 
an integrated analysis of the entire data corpus reflect a constellation of concerns and questions 
within the community around this topic.  
As highlighted by the opening quote, several perspectives existed around digital literacy 




to engage in modern society were novel, evidenced by the increased proliferation of technology 
into every aspect of life. Preparing individuals to engage in these modern, technology-imbued 
spaces would therefore require new skills—both specific technical skills and skills for navigating 
types of technologies. The incorporation of digital literacy development into educational 
preparation aligned with strategies for local talent pipeline development and connected to local 
economic development goals and goals for active civic engagement.  
On the other hand, infused throughout participant responses was the idea that baseline 
skills and competencies necessary for technological acumen were foundational. The need for 
development of curiosity, problem-solving, and critical thinking (Section 4.4.1) was seen to 
persist outside the pressures of educational and societal trends. Technology was described as just 
one tool among many others with and around which individuals could develop these skills. 
While basic knowledge about technologies and how to use them was important, there was a 
sense among some participants that the emphasis on technology was not only myopic but 
faddish. Participants drew connections between the previous popularity of home economics and 
shop classes and the shift from vocational training to four-year universities with the current 
popularity of making, fabrication labs, and STEM/STEAM classes. Commenting that “all old is 
new again,” participant responses underscored a viewpoint of seeing technology as just a tool for 
larger educational goals of hands-on learning, critical thinking, and problem-solving. As summed 
up by one educator, “I have to keep reminding the people that I’m involved in this initiative (to 
put 1:1 computers in classrooms) with is that if you need a tissue do you really care if it’s a 
Kleenex or a puffs or a Scotts, or a whatever…a Kroger brand. If you need a tissue, you need a 




Digital Literacy as Boundary Object  
Digital literacy can be considered a boundary object (Star & Griesemer, 1989; Huvila et 
al., 2017) within the community. Individuals came to the community table around digital literacy 
in different ways. This highlights different perspectives and understandings of what digital 
literacy is, what it contains, and how one should teach it. These various perspectives reflect the 
importance of digital literacy to individuals and to the larger community.  
The terms used by participants to describe their work are complementary and reflect 
some overlap. Differences in terms reflect both strengths and potential fault lines within the 
community. As mentioned in Chapter 4, a concern with the holistic development of students was 
frequently shared among informal and formal educators who connected their motivation for 
digital literacy development back to general philosophies of education. “Innovation is the word 
that I think kind of wraps around all of them,” stated one K-12 educator, speaking about her 
understanding of how she frames related concepts like innovation, digital literacy, 
entrepreneurship, digital learning, and STEM in her role supporting technology education within 
her district. For her, the distinction between terms was minimal; her focus was on supporting her 
colleagues to provide instructional experiences that were “whatever’s the best for the kids.”  
This broad understanding of digital literacy—together with a more general educational 
philosophy stressing creativity, problem-solving, and critical thinking skills—strengthened the 
community’s ability to engage diverse stakeholders. Individuals working across STEM/STEAM, 
making/makerspaces, fablabs, technology education, and literacy education were able to find 
commonalities with others, regardless of the terms used to describe their work. Community-wide 
digital-literacy-related programming was supported by organizations across a variety of sectors 
(see Section 4.3.3), with most of the major organizations in each community sector present. 




participation of multiple stakeholders (Section 4.4.2). While individuals may have approached 
digital literacy from different conceptual orientations, there was a general understanding that 
efforts were valuable, and even essential, to the viability and growth for the region. Several 
participants attributed this to the current culture around collaboration within the region, noting 
that prior leadership had been more territorial and siloed.   
 Tensions did exist, however. One tension involved the role of technology and how to 
engage with it productively in an educational setting. K-12 educators often voiced frustration 
with the lack of support and direction from governing bodies, feeling lost at times about how to 
meaningfully integrate technology into the classroom in ways that encouraged student 
participation and learning. Rather than the Illinois State Board of Education, many educators 
relied upon the resources and direction provided by national organizations or nonprofits—such 
as ISTE, IDEA41, or Future Ready—for their technology integration and adoption needs. Many 
districts had flexibility in how they approached curriculum and instruction, aligning content and 
technology integration with Illinois Common Core42 standards. However, many participants felt 
direction for the assessment of technology integration with content curriculum was lacking. The 
result was lingering tensions within and across districts about course and teacher evaluations as 
well as questions about how to assess the impact of technology and new models of educational 
delivery.  
Study participants were often those individuals within their districts who were setting the 
bar for how to incorporate technology into learning, seeking out learning opportunities to 
develop their own skills and increase their own practice. However, most educators identified 
 
41 ISTE – International Society for Technology in Education; IDEA – Illinois Digital Educators Alliance, formerly 
ICE, which is the Illinois affiliate of ISTE (www.ideaillinois.org)  
42 Common core standards define learning goals about student expectations for knowledge and learning at the end of 




their peers as a challenge to incorporating technology within their districts. “One of the battles I 
have is that you teach how you were taught, or what you like, or what you experienced,” shared 
one regional education administrator. “It’s very hard to transform that especially if you’ve got a 
teacher that’s been around the block for a while now so that’s kind of the barrier I think that we 
see.” The tension within districts of how to encourage colleagues who—whether due to a fear of 
technology, a lack of knowledge or skills around technology use, a lack of motivation to learn, or 
some other reason—refused to adopt technology into their teaching was a main problem for 
educators looking to increase their districts’ efficacy around technology.   
Another tension felt by participants was that of developing foundational skills and 
knowledge, not knowing what the future would bring. They chafed against the seeming 
“technology for technology’s sake” focus on trends. While most participants acknowledge the 
importance of literacy skills, there was variance in how individuals articulated the balance 
between emerging technologies and education foundations. “If we’re not careful technology can 
become a pattern that we teach them (students) and not a tool,” stated one regional educator. She 
was discussing the tension she felt between wanting her districts to be innovative and cutting 
edge while also making sure youth received adequate preparation for facing their (yet unknown) 
futures.  
This tension manifested also in attitudes about the purposes of digital literacy education, 
alternately defined as being for active engagement in society, for lifelong learning and problem-
solving, for contribution to economic activity, for future employability, and more. As discussed 
previously, perspectives about the role of digital literacy were often connected to regional social 




and innovative programming opportunities43, but they also required navigating organizational 
agendas which did not always align. Peoria has an established innovation start-up culture, 
reflected in regionally established organizations like the GP Economic Development Council, 
Bradley University, and Peoria NEXT Innovation Center. For those engaging in digital literacy 
from a fablab or entrepreneurial perspective, connecting the development of requisite technology 
skills for product ideation and prototyping was a natural alignment. However, other individuals 
who engage in digital literacy from a librarian or information literacy standpoint, educators who 
cleave to moral ideas of education, those who ascribe to a life-long learning, or those with a 
tinkering mindset may not find the dominant culture around entrepreneurship as compelling. As 
community organizing around digital literacy-related initiatives continue to progress, the 
distinctions between terms may become more tangible.  
5.2.2 “We're not just technology people, we're culture builders”  
“They don’t realize that in the digital age, everybody has to know almost everything.  
You know the software guys must understand programming, but they also must understand 
mechanical things and providing data.  You know?  The guys who are designing mechanical stuff 
must understand how we’re going to feed data to, you know.  the IT guys.  So, I don’t know, and 
I’m just thinking like…do schools still have that old mindset where they already think that 
they’re doing this except they don’t get the importance of the social aspect of it?”  
- Community makerspace member  
 
The second theme reflects the ways participants considered digital literacy: how to 
develop it, build it, support it, and encourage its development in others. The ways that 
participants spoke of digital literacy development were connected to larger perspectives than 
finding the best classroom activity or technological tool. Rather, participant comments echoed a 
perceived need for a mindset shift towards technology, a culture change in the ways schools and 
communities approached digital literacy learning and development.  
 
43 For example, Peoria Pathways to provide vocational training to regional students while in school, or Illinois 




  Participants comments reflected a perceived “revolution” around how digital literacy 
intersect with concepts of community, the types of environments that support learning, and how 
to engage students in the learning processes. Educators frequently spoke about the ways that 
technology could support more creative, flexible, and responsive environments where youth and 
educators participate equally in the learning, not only due to the opportunities technology 
provided for creativity and collaboration but also due to knowledge of youth in using various 
tools which could be further developed within educational settings. “There is this idea where 
kids, where teachers can be integrating (technology) through the learning process and our kids 
are much more capable then we are in allowing some freedom and creativity,” stated one 
educator, describing how he serves as a resource and role model for his peers around technology 
integration. His hopes to develop digital literacy among teachers will result in better learning 
environments, ultimately impacting student outcomes. Other educators—formal and informal—
spoke about the importance of helping colleagues see technology as a tool which can be 
integrated into their content, rather than a “thing that’s sitting over there.” As discussed in the 
previous section, many participants working within educational institutions spoke about the 
challenge of getting their colleagues to see technology as a tool to embrace and a skillset to 
develop; stories recounting the obstacles towards technology adoption of peers and colleagues 
were frequent. In order to encourage technology adoption and integration, participants’ 
comments of successes underscored the importance of a shift in mindset towards not just 
technology but also in the educational approach towards learning.  
“It’s very out of the box but also very grounded in the day to day,” described one school 
educator, “it’s about how do you implement it in school and looking at broader school reform 




of schools programming.” As discussed in Section 4.4.1, for many, digital literacy was connected 
to other “baseline” competencies like problem-solving, experimentation, and cultivation of a fail-
forward mentality. To them, these competencies and attitudes towards learning were necessary 
for not just students but also educators of digital literacy. Participant comments talked about the 
need for a culture shift to help individuals see technology as a tool, just one of many within a 
skillset, and to approach education from an experimentation and exploration lens. While various 
individuals may have engaged with technology through feelings of inadequacy, frustration, or 
fear, an important component of overcoming these barriers toward technology use, exploration, 
and adoption was to cultivate a positive culture. Participants saw themselves as advocates for 
technology for their peers, serving as role models about how one could learn and integrate 
technology in meaningful ways.   
Part of this mindset shift did not have to do with technology at all. Participants from 
community makerspaces and museums as well as academic and public libraries all spoke about 
the importance of social interaction and the learning environment for digital literacies 
development. “Sometimes the school library is more amenable to change than a classroom,” said 
one K-12 media specialist, reflecting on how he was able to experiment more easily than some of 
his teacher colleagues and thus serving as a pilot site for testing out different technologies, tools, 
and teaching methods. Other participants from libraries—both public and academic—spoke up 
about the importance of libraries for providing safe spaces for individuals to experiment, learn, 
and ask questions and the role of librarians to be “the center of support and innovation.” Public 
libraries provided technology-focused workshops, with several providing access to a library 
makerspace. While access to the Makey Makey robots or 3D printer was a draw, participants 




games, practice coding, and engage in other activities. As described by one librarian, “there is a 
lot of room for, maybe like non-traditional or non-professional methods of learning and building 
community in that space.”  
Innovation, problem-solving, and creativity in using technology were amplified within 
environments which supported meaningful interaction with others. As reflected in the opening 
quote, the social interactions present within the makerspace environment are the “essential 
ingredient for what makes these spaces work.” As echoed by another participant: “It really is 
about the interaction and the knowledge sharing, the leveraging each other, the social interaction 
and not just the technology.” Providing technology without the requisite social engagement with 
others was viewed as a half measure and lacking in impact. Success stories of technology 
integration and digital literacy development often coincided with intentional actions towards 
creating a positive culture for such changes to occur, both with the organization and the larger 
community. Participants spoke about the importance of routines, support mechanisms, and 
leadership buy-in for establishing positive cultures which emboldened individuals to take risks 
and experiment, commenting that this was true for both learners and educators. “If the kids don't 
love to go to school and our teachers don't love to be here, those changes don't happen,” 
commented one participant, discussing how the cultural climate dictated a lot about how 
successful innovations were around incorporating technology into teaching. In their roles as 
formal or informal advocates for digital literacy, participant comments emphasized the 
importance of coaching and role modeling around technology usage, findings reinforced by the 
discussion of leadership around digital literacy (Section 4.6.6).  
Mindset shifts towards technology were also identified as a need for the larger 




digital literacy space, was attributed in part to the strong alignment between the district and its 
local community. “If we hadn’t done such work with the community around 21st century 
Learning skills, we wouldn’t be where we are today,” described the superintendent, sharing how 
meaningful engagement in helping the community shift their understanding of what meaningful 
education looked like was an important piece of their technology integration strategy. While his 
community embraced the mindset shift towards technology, other participants commented about 
how this understanding was lacking in other parts of the community. City officials also spoke to 
this point, commenting that the “community is only going to be as strong as the school district” 
in discussing their efforts to raise awareness and encourage participation among community 
members around educational initiatives in the region related to technology.   
In summary, shifting mindsets among youth, educators, and community members about 
technology and digital literacy was found to be an overarching theme. Participant stories on 
successful technology integration encouraging problem-solving and creativity often involved 
shifting colleagues or community members’ perspectives towards what learning was and where 
and how it occurred. The establishment of supportive spaces encouraging meaningful interaction 
was supported by individuals who saw themselves as advocates, coaches, and role models to 
their peers. As summed up by a K-12 educator and digital learning coach:  
There must be a foundation about what's our vision, what are we trying to do…what we 
are working together to do. A lot of the professional development is about how to build 
that culture in our school, that positive culture that we want our staff to love, to work in 
our schools. So that's kind of, um, it's funny how that's evolved, that we're not just these 
technology people, but we are these culture builders within our school too.  
 
5.2.3 Leadership, LEADERSHIP, (Leader)ship 
“I don’t think people understand how transformative  
to work towards the – I’ll use the word collective impact – but, you know, this process.  
People really have to have a change of heart.”  




No one organization or individual was responsible for the work of digital literacy across 
the community, a common feature of grassroots organizing around social innovations. 
Participants were aware of the power of individual action in contributing to community efforts 
around digital literacy organizing. However, even as individuals and small groups recognized 
their power to have an impact within the community, there was still a perception that more 
traditional leadership was needed. The third theme reflects these various perspectives towards 
leadership within the community, highlighting the complex intersection of authority, 
responsibility, personal initiative, individuals, and group processes.  
Participant responses both recognized the power of individual efforts towards impacting 
digital literacy across the community while also struggling with the perceived need for someone 
(either an individual or an organization) to play a formal authority role in leading initiatives. 
Participants were able to identify others leading around digital literacy within the community. 
While asking for referrals of others involved in this work throughout data collection or inquiring 
during interviews about where the “hot spots” of activity were occurring, participants could 
identify individuals and organizations who they felt were making a difference, either by serving 
as role models for others around programming, providing vision-casting around the potential 
possibilities for digital literacies within the region, or through their actions around leadership.  
Participants recognized that leadership was something that individuals could initiate and 
create themselves, without waiting for permission from a formal authority figure. Educators 
within K-12 school districts, many of whom began experimenting with digital literacy due to 
personal interest, were emboldened due to the flexible culture within their schools on how they 
could approach teaching and learning. Other participants’ comments connected the philosophy 




yourself,” stated one community makerspace member. He commented how his approach to 
leadership has been informed by his time in the makerspace and subsequently has impacted how 
he engages others in his corporate job: 
In regards to leadership, I think one thing that I try….it seems like we're going from a 
culture of everybody expecting like, I need to find a guy who can do this or I need to find 
a company that will do this for me, and it's just like, no, you make it happen yourself. 
And if you happen to stumble into somebody willing to do work for you, that's great. But 
you can, you can make things yourself. You can experiment with things yourself. Um, 
but you have to, you have to find the resource, you know, you have to find the people 
who you can connect to. 
 
The recognition of individual efforts directed towards collective impact was another 
dimension of leadership present within the community, particularly in discussing the need for 
collaboration and partnership to address more systemic community-wide needs. As stated by one 
city official:  
I mean its really about a team and these ladies here, I feel like they have played a critical 
role in bringing everyone to the table and I think you know one of the things we…you 
know, I think collectively, we tried to say this is how we’re going to be and we want you 
to be this way with us and if you’re not going to be this way with us, if your goal is to 
create drama or your goal is to create silos or you know you want to hold onto a system 
of the past where its very hierarchical to retain power that we’re not going to have very 
much tolerance for that because we really cannot move forward without looking at 
everybody as being part of the solution and having a really important part. And that’s a 
new idea for some people here in this region. 
 
A shift from the recent past, this openness was viewed as part of the reason various organizations 
and individuals were now coming together to coordinate efforts around digital literacies within 
the region. The “change of heart” around collaboration was discussed as an important precursor 
to community-wide efforts directed at digital literacy, alongside the skills and expertise of 
individuals. While participants may not have had a single, shared vision about digital literacy 
(Section 4.6.5), there was unity around seeing these skills as important to their region and worthy 




However, even with an openness to collaboration and a recognition of the power of 
individuals, participants struggled with the lack of a formal authority figure. As discussed in 
Section 4.4.3, much of this difficulty revolved around the perception that a formal authority 
would help centralize and coordinate information-sharing across organizational and geographic 
boundaries, a key challenge for participants in coordinating efforts (Section 4.8.2). Part of this 
challenge was due to a barrier, particularly with grassroots efforts: overcommitted individuals 
(see Section 4.4.3). Another dimension which emerged through data analysis was the struggle 
participants felt towards their perceived lack of authority to make decisions, even if they held 
positions of formal authority within their organization. “I feel this is at the fringes of our 
authority as an organization,” commented one participant, voicing her struggle with how her 
involvement in this work connected to her formal organizational responsibilities. As further 
illustrated by one higher education administrator discussing a recent conversation with a 
corporate colleague and collaborator, “She suggested that (the college) should be the leader and 
that’s part of the problem. You know I guess I could step up and say, you know my organization 
is going to do this which, you know, who knows if I could get permission. And she feels like she 
could stand up and say that, too, but we are both powers of one.”  
The lack of a clear formal authority figure was therefore often an uncomfortable 
dimension of organizing practices for many participants. Even though individuals might have be 
involved in leading and initiating digital literacy efforts, there was the belief that more sustained, 
high-level change would need to involve individuals with formal responsibility. Participants 
spoke about the need for established roles within organizations (connected to Organizational 
information needs, Section 4.8.2) which could serve specific functions around coordinating 




external information seekers, to help coordinate volunteers or community inquiries. Other role 
responsibilities included individuals who could “lead the charge for curriculum” within school 
districts, to add consistency to the work many individuals were doing on their own. The calls for 
the establishment of specific organizational roles related to the need for establishing 
infrastructure to support digital literacy efforts (Section 4.4.3), the importance of which was 
reflected in the creation of digital learning coach roles within many school districts (Section 
4.4.2).  
The dynamics between formal authority of traditional notions of leadership and 
individual actions and behaviors as part of a larger process reflect the ways participant members 
responded to questions about general leadership and collective leadership constructs. As 
discussed in Chapter 4 (Sections 4.6, 4.7), participants identified different and fewer individuals 
for general leadership (average 2.75 nominations) versus collective leadership (average 4.23 
nominations) roles. When participants did identify individuals for leadership, the rationale for 
why those individuals were chosen was not due to their positional authority (Table 38). 
Participants identified others as serving in leadership roles due primarily to their expertise (56%) 
around the topic area and through their professional identity and subsequent responsibilities 
(23%), such as hosting programming around digital literacy topics or being seen as the 
“technology guru.”   
Table 38 
 
Rationale for Leadership Nominations 
 
Rationale for Leadership Number of Responses Percentage 
Expertise  29 56% 
Formal authority 11 21% 
Professional identity 12 23% 





While participants’ transcripts identified collective leadership roles through a priori 
coding, there was a general lack of awareness about what informal leadership roles could support 
group process. Most of the participants interviewed during Phase III reflected surprise about 
being nominated for collective leadership by their peers. Survey respondents were asked to 
comment about how accurately the CL framework captured the roles played in the group around 
community digital literacy efforts. Most (54%) felt the model did capture the roles, commenting 
that “it was a good framework” but that “people were missing from the roles” or that “there is no 
such framework at my school.” Indeed, when asked what could be missing from the framework, 
60% of respondents said the issue was not with the roles but rather that the roles are being played 
by single individuals or are not visible to others.   
In summary, the dimensions of leadership within in the community reflect the complexity 
of the concept. Both formal and informal leadership roles were found to be present and important 
for different reasons in initiating and maintaining community initiatives around digital literacy. 
Expertise remained an important component of how individuals emerged into both formal and 
informal leadership roles. And, even though collective leadership is touted as a model for 
supporting group processes in complex settings, the general lack of awareness about the 
framework has implications for how the community can continue to develop capacity around 
grassroots efforts supporting digital literacy programming, a point for further discussion in 
Section 5.5.  
5.2.4 "We're probably doing it all wrong” 
“….and all the books will tell you this is the wrong way to do it, but I think it works well.  It’s 
hard to come in and say look – we’re going to plan for this for a year and then do it.  If we would 
have done that with this, it never would have happened.”  





The final theme reflects the broader perspectives, needs, and practices within the 
community around digital literacy organizing. Analyses discussed in the previous chapter 
focused on the components of digital literacy, information, and leadership within the current 
context. Integrating these dimensions, this section comments on the larger processes of 
organizing and reflects the general state of uncertainty in which many participants found 
themselves. This uncertainty is evident in the importance of information to participants, the 
distributed current state of community initiatives, and the celebration of community successes.  
 The general lack of knowledge felt by community members is reflected in the typology of 
information needs around digital literacy (Section 4.8). Participants sought information about 
both specific activities directly related to teaching digital literacy in educational settings as well 
as more procedural and process-oriented information related to information coordination. For 
many participants, the topic domain presented new challenges around how individuals educated 
themselves and their peers about the what, how, and why for digital literacy. A main component 
of this was benchmarking practices (Sections 4.4.3, 4.6.5) conducted by both individuals and 
organizations, which helped participants orient to the topic domain while also providing both 
specific (content, pedagogy) and more abstract (motivation, vision-casting) information.   
Information required for organizing efforts went beyond the skills or expertise needed to 
engage with technology and teach it to others. The number of individuals engaged in “random 
acts of improvement” (Section 4.4.2) across the community is a testament to the presence of 
local expertise. However, the challenges and frustrations embedded within participant responses 
highlight the new territory where participants had to translate that personal knowledge or 
expertise into coordinated efforts. These interactions provided fertile ground for both new 




perspectives towards education, workforce development, and digital literacy itself (Section 
5.2.1). As illustrated by the comment of one educator involved in various cross-sector 
conversations, “I’m an educator, I’m a generalist, and I’m a moralist. For good and for bad. I 
think education is a moral endeavor as well as I’m just there…I’m tired of the conversation that, 
you know, ‘you need to produce better products’ and I’m like they’re not products they’re 
children.”  
Integrating information in the service of coordination efforts around digital literacy had 
many participants talking about the importance of culture building (Section 5.2.2). Digital 
literacies often intersected with related conversations about technology adoption and integration. 
Participant responses emphasized the importance of a mindset shift towards learning and 
education which needed to happen for students, teachers, parents, and the larger local 
community. Technology was considered by many as a tool. Foundational skills around problem-
solving and critical thinking (Section 4.4.1) developed within supportive learning environments 
were the key to mastery, rather than the mastery of technology skills. Participants spoke about it 
as: “We have to come from the mindset of not ‘here’s the cool new thing we can show you’ but 
it’s about how we can empower you to use this tool and take it back,” related to the shift made 
within the regional office of education to support teacher professional development and learning. 
“It’s a shift…it’s away from content and much more about what to do with what to do with the 
information,” stated a school superintendent talking about piloting personalized learning 
curriculum in their district. “It's kinda hard to talk about because they've gone a different 
direction of what they think about innovation. Even if it’s innovative, the corporate mentality is 
it has to pay for itself really fast or else it doesn't get invested in,” a community and industry 




standpoint, as compared to the creative environment and social interactions supporting 
innovation within a makerspace.  
The distributed nature of organizing within the community also featured prominently in 
understanding participant responses. Given the grassroots nature of organizing efforts, 
participants sometimes struggled with feeling like they were on their own: “an army of one,” “an 
individual taking initiative,” or “JUST a special ed teacher interested in technology.” The 
challenges of overcommitted individuals (Section 4.4.3) and the dynamics around 
understandings of leadership (Section 5.2.3) had most participants commenting on the need for 
either formal positions or established infrastructure to support coordination and communication 
efforts. As shown in Chapter 4, participant personal networks around information and leadership 
resources were relatively sparse, particularly for boundary-spanning (Sections 4.6.1, 4.7.1, 
4.8.1). While the presence of organizing practices creating innovation spaces (4.6.5) helped, 
participants still struggled with ways to cross organizational boundaries in meaningful, sustained 
ways.   
Part of the challenge was also the pace of change and societal trends. Participants across 
all community sectors spoke about the challenges of keeping up to date on the changing 
technologies available to them as educators or learners. Participants in the community 
makerspace commented about this as it related to their ability to serve their members and remain 
present within the larger makerspace movement. “People would see our projects and they'd be 
like, oh, well what's your YouTube channel? Where can I see how you built this?” one 
participant commented, continuing that “I don't have a YouTube channel that takes a lot of work. 
So, it's like that expectation that you are going to freely share this knowledge on an accessible 




accessibility of tutorials and walk-throughs on specific technologies, and even the accessibility 
of technologies themselves, had both makerspace members reflecting upon the state of the 
makerspace movement in general, stating that “If they can go there (YouTube), then why would 
they come here?”  
Within the education sector, there was also evidence of the influence of changing trends. 
As stated by one regional administrator, “Technology was the big thing about 3 or 4 years ago. 
Now it’s social and emotional learning.” While she went on to affirm that technology was still a 
part of this new focus, other educators were not so sure. Several were quite vocal about the 
challenge of attending to the “flavor of the week.” While responding to national priorities may 
have seemed beneficial, participants spoke about how trends often move faster than the 
development of infrastructure and the rollout of organizational supports around the trending 
topic. This presents a challenge for already overcommitted individuals looking to effect lasting 
change as well as access to funding sources which may require attention to trending issues. As 
summed up by one district superintendent:  
I’d like to see the legislators take a fricking ten-year vacation and quit throwing more 
crap at us that does nothing but…. but take away resources. And that, I could say that 
every year I’ve been in administration. Rural internet is still an issue. We, you know there 
are places where you can’t get online and I think the other, the other piece is 
the…(sigh)…the inequalities. Throughout the country, but in Illinois in particular. You 
know, we’re 1:1, why isn’t every district 1:1? Because they can’t afford it. Well, why is 
that the case? So, I think those are the big ones. You know you go up to some of these 
schools north in the suburbs and they’ve been 1:1 forever. You know you walk in, and 
they’ve got CNC machines and you know, they’ve got so many opportunities for kids 
that we’ll never be able to match. It shouldn’t matter where you go to school, your 
education should be a high quality no matter where you go and it’s not the case. So, I 
think that’s a big challenge with technology, and education. 
 
Finally, the celebration of successes within the community around digital literacy 
organizing illuminates the community’s ideas of what constitutes progress around the topic. 




community-wide impact, there has been meaningful forward movement. The establishment of 
organizing practices (Section 4.4.3), hosting of key events (Section 4.4.2), and involvement of 
community stakeholders (Section 4.3) are all seen as accomplishments in developing community 
capacities around digital literacy.  
Successes also illustrate the ways information about community expertise has been 
sourced and leveraged for further community learning—for example, the shift in speakers for the 
regional teacher’s institute. “We’re trying to get people that we serve to come and present. 
Without trying to flood them with a lot of outside people who are supposedly the experts. No, 
you are the expert. Please share what you know,” explained the regional superintendent. 
Professional development within some districts has also shifted to focus on elevating the work of 
local educators (Section 4.6.6).  
In summary, the four themes summarized above integrate findings presented in Chapter 
4. Community conceptualizations of digital literacy indicate digital literacy is a boundary object. 
The presentation of different perspectives, approaches, and motivations for involvement in this 
topic domain provide opportunities for collaboration and partnership as well as indicate potential 
fault lines which will need to be navigated in future work. For many participants, a focus on 
digital literacy development reflects broader efforts to shift mindsets towards technology and 
focus on developing the foundational skills and orientations needed to use technology as a tool. 
Leadership continues to be a dynamic, multi-faceted concept. Even as participants can recognize 
and see the value of informal influence, the perceived need for formal authority figures with 
responsibility towards specific community functions is present. Expertise continues to be 




current context and the ways individuals sourced and shared information across distributed 
networks and highlighted forward progress through what was celebrated as a success.  
5.3 Summary of Key Findings 
This section provides a summary of the key findings of the dissertation, which were 
detailed more fully in Chapter 4. The main areas of focus explored within this study are digital 
literacy, organizing practices, and leadership, specifically, collective leadership. Findings are 
presented below, organized by their area of focus.  
5.3.1 Digital Literacy  
Digital literacy served as the topic domain for questions around community organizing. 
Analysis included forming an understanding of who was involved in digital literacy work within 
the community, as well as the community’s understanding and framing of digital literacy within 
the region. Key findings include:  
• Individuals involved in digital literacy initiatives within the Peoria region reflect multiple 
community sectors, including: education, community/non-for-profit organizations, 
cultural heritage institutions (public libraries/museums), private industry, and government 
or civic agencies.  
• Participants are engaged in digital literacy initiatives primarily from a voluntary 
perspective with only roughly one-third (35%) reporting any formal responsibility 
towards digital literacy as part of their employment. Furthermore, almost one-quarter 
(21%) of participants engaged in DL initiatives within the community represented co-
memberships in multiple community sectors.  
• A small number of highly-engaged, easily identifiable individuals and organizations are 




• Digital literacy, as understood by study participants, encompassed baseline information 
literacy skills, personal competencies around problem-solving and adaptability, and an 
orientation toward life-long learning and experimentation.  
• Participants also connected digital literacy with other related terms—such as 
entrepreneurship, innovation, STEAM/STEM, and technology integration, reflecting 
synergies among participants’ perspectives towards various technologies. This overlap 
was also sometimes a source of tension as different perspectives highlighted participants’ 
assumptions towards the purpose and importance of technology-focused literacies.  
• Motivations for focusing on digital literacy were connected to social economic 
development goals for the region but were also a source of tension among participants. 
The pressure of connecting digital literacy development to workforce development was at 
times at odds with participant philosophies towards general education and citizenship. 
5.3.2 Organizing Practices   
The intentional research design outlined in Chapter 3 allowed for unique insight into the 
cross-sector practices which supported and hindered community organizing around digital 
literacy. The inclusion of social network analysis also provided insight into the structure and 
capacity of different community digital literacy resources present within the community. Key 
findings include: 
• Several supporting mechanisms were observed within the community. Capacity-building 
processes included organizational infrastructure (i.e., the creation of new staff positions), 
the establishment of yearly digital literacy community programs, and recurring 
educational opportunities and peer-learning resources for digital literacy providers and 




resources to raise awareness and knowledge about digital literacy events and programs, 
participation in multidisciplinary spaces, organizational workflows to encourage 
collective learning, and individual information practices.  
• Main challenges for organizing included a lack of direction which encompassed gaps in 
information and data for decision-making; lack of standards, resources, and assessments 
for how to integrate and evaluate technology; lack of organizational infrastructure, 
particularly in dedicated staff roles; and a lack of responsibility for leading larger 
community-wide digital literacy efforts. This was related to the other main challenge 
around community-driven efforts: overcommitted individuals and the challenges this 
presents to staffing voluntary programs, providing services, or serving as community 
resources.  
• Participant networks around digital literacy resources of leadership and information were 
present, though shallow, consisting of disconnected components and relatively sparse 
connections; individuals within and across sectors were identified, which indicates 
potential capacity around these topics within the community. The structure of networks is 
also impacted by the limitations of the survey design, which will be discussed later in this 
chapter.  
• Community information needs can be understood through the creation of a typology of 
educational, technical, organizational, and community-specific needs, synthesized 
through analyses of survey results and interview transcripts. 
5.3.3 Leadership  
 The voluntary-based, peer influence focused nature of community organizing contexts is 




processes. This dissertation explored one model, a collective leadership model comprised of four 
behaviorally-based leadership roles which could be shared among and between members of a 
group, and its application to community contexts. Key findings include:  
• Collective leadership was found to be present within the community, with participants 
being able to identify individuals for each of the four collective leadership roles.  
Furthermore, different individuals were identified for different roles, reflecting the ability 
for participants to distinguish among collective leadership roles and the role’s relevance 
to community-wide initiatives around digital literacy. This finding provides initial 
empirical confirmation of collective leadership’s applicability to community settings.  
• Collective leadership roles were also validated through thematic analysis of participant 
interviews, with each of the four roles identified in the way participants spoke about their 
work across the community. This finding also provides initial empirical confirmation of 
collective leadership’s applicability to community settings. 
• Both technical and social expertise were found to be connected to collective leadership. 
Within the current context, in addition to knowledge of interpersonal and group 
processes, social expertise also included community-specific knowledge.  
• Consistent with existing literature (Friedrich et al., 2009), emergence of leadership roles 
was partly based upon technical expertise around the topic domain of digital literacy or 
related concepts, like technology. However, social expertise was also an important factor 
for why individuals were playing leadership roles.  
• Social expertise included knowledge about both the local community context as well as 
general expertise around social processes related to organizing, such as vision-casting or 




emergence and extends understandings of what social expertise means in a community 
setting.   
• Analysis of interview transcripts identified additional dimensions of leadership, which 
may represent unique components of leadership around technology or of leadership 
within technology-focused contexts. These dimensions include the intersection of 
leadership and assumptions of technology acumen, general philosophies of leadership, 
vision-casting, and creating supportive environments for technology exploration.  
In summary, this study explored the dynamics of community organizing around digital 
literacy and included several insights into leadership processes and roles which could support 
community organizing work.   
5.4 Study Contributions  
The study provides insight into one community’s organizing efforts around digital 
literacy initiatives. In addition to the general findings presented above, the results of this study 
also offer several other notable contributions, which are detailed below.  
5.4.1 Confirming Collective Leadership for Community Settings  
One of the main contributions of the study is to confirm that collective leadership, and its 
four behaviorally-based leadership roles, are relevant to a community setting. Analytical findings 
from social network data have confirmed both the presence of collective leadership within the 
community and that different individuals were identified as serving in different collective 
leadership roles. Analysis of participant transcripts using an a priori coding scheme representing 
each of the four roles also found evidence of collective leadership in the way participants spoke 




corroborate that collective leadership is present within the community and is reflective of 
individual behaviors around community-led organizing processes.   
Chapter 2 provided an overview of the strengths of collective leadership frameworks in 
complex environments and its potential application to community contexts. However, empirical 
studies of collectivistic leadership have primarily been conducted in other contexts, such as 
within single organizations (Mehra et al.,2006; Hiller et al., 2006) or interorganizational 
partnerships (Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Zaccaro et al., 2012; Bienefeld & Grote, 2014), 
education institutions (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Eckert, 2019) or 
healthcare (Jean-Louis et al., 2001; McAuliffe et al., 2017). Work within public administration 
has discussed the applicability of collective leadership to public contexts (Crosby & Bryson, 
2005; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012; Doerfel, 2018) but few (if any) other substantial studies have 
explored this model within community settings. Even less have explored leadership, much less 
collective leadership, within information sciences. Therefore, confirming collective leadership as 
an applicable model for the social influence dynamics within grassroots community organizing 
efforts reflects a notable contribution to our understanding and exploration of leadership within 
community contexts. Implications of this contribution to both theory and practice can be found in 
subsequent sections.  
5.4.2 Extending Understanding of Expertise for Leadership Emergence  
 In addition to confirming the applicability of collective leadership to community 
settings, this study also contributes to discussions of collective leadership emergence via 
individual expertise. Within the community context of the study, social expertise was found to be 
just as, if not more so, important for individuals to emerge or be placed into leadership roles. 




process, but it was also further clarified as including community-specific knowledge and 
experience, or context expertise.  
Given the voluntary nature of community grassroots organizing, individuals with 
initiative and interest were seen to engage around digital literacy work as equally as individuals 
with specific knowledge and experience of digital technologies. Additionally, community efforts 
are often loosely coupled, meaning those skillful at interpersonal and group processes like 
relationship-building and coalition development are important in coordinating efforts among 
diverse stakeholders. Furthermore, individuals with knowledge about local community resources 
can be pivotal in curating local expertise and mobilizing efforts around the cause at hand—in this 
case, digital literacy. Expanding understanding of social expertise and clarifying the additional 
dimension of local contextual knowledge therefore is an important contribution for 
understanding the role of expertise in collective leadership emergence, particularly in community 
settings.  
5.4.3 Creation of a Typology of Community Information Needs  
The next substantive contribution is the development of a unique typology of community 
information needs, created through the integrated data analysis of participant interview 
transcripts and survey responses. Comprised of Educational, Technical, Organizational and 
Community-specific information needs (Figure 18), the typology sheds light on the information 
needed, sought, and determined as missing in community coordination efforts around digital 
literacy. While previous research has investigated community information behaviors, most have 
focused on more general community development (for a review see Islam & Ahmed, 2012) or 




people (Godfrey & Johnson, 2009), victims of intimate partner violence (Westbrook, 2008) or 
farmers (Meitei & Devi, 2009; Phiri et al., 2019)). 
The provision of a model for information needs around digital literacy development 
contributes by providing a more holistic view of what developing digital literacy may both entail 
and require within a community setting. While focused specifically on digital literacy, the 
typology presents categories of needs which may be reflective of community-wide organizing 
efforts around other issues. The degree of application and content of categories around other 
topics points to a potential area of future research, which is discussed later in the chapter. 
Implications for theory and practice are included in subsequent sections.  
5.4.4 Development of Methodological Approaches  
The final contribution is a methodology for how to study leadership and inter-
organizational collaboration within communities. This includes establishing a novel modified 
sequential mixed method research design (Figure 2) incorporating qualitative and social network 
approaches in addition to document analysis. The modified sequential mixed methods design 
intentionally allowed for the capture of cross-sector community perspectives, supported by the 
sampling frame (non-probability quota sampling, as described in section 3.4). Methodological 
contributions also include the creation of instruments and the a priori coding scheme to explore 
collective leadership. While the description of collective leadership roles was based upon 
existing literature (Carson, 2006; Carson et al., 2007; Contractor et al., 2012), their 
implementation within the social network survey and the subsequent coding scheme represent a 




5.5 Implications for Research and Practice    
In considering the implications of the current study, this section focuses on outlining how 
the findings presented in Chapter 4 and summarized above intersect with existing research and 
practice. This section focuses on three main points of intersection: a) leadership within LIS, b) 
methodological considerations for community research, and c) supporting community capacity-
building efforts. Each of these areas will be described in more detail below.    
5.5.1 Leadership within Library and Information Sciences  
 This dissertation supports expanded conceptions of leadership within the scholarship of 
library and information science, with both research and practice implications. As described in 
Chapter 2, examinations of dimensions of leadership within LIS have tended to focus on 
positional leaders or individual skill development related to professional preparation. Recent 
exceptions are the inclusion of shared leadership models exploring virtual teams (Robert & You, 
2018), team performance among IT employees (Storm & Scheepers, 2019), and for library 
administration (Calvert, 2018; Wilson, 2018).  
The current study contributes to emerging literature incorporating shared leadership 
models, providing support for the limitations of traditional individual-oriented leadership models 
in attending to the complexity of sociotechnical contexts. The collective leadership model 
employed within the study provides a framework for how to conceive of and approach leadership 
within the discipline. Expanding the variety of leadership models is beneficial for scholarship 
exploring phenomena which may intersect with social influence relationships and group 
processes. Conceptually, collective leadership encourages researchers to consider multiple 




leadership also has methodological implications for research design and data collection, as 
discussed in the next section.  
Findings from this study would also be relevant for research concerned with exploring 
social roles within communities or around group-led social initiatives and those roles’ impact on 
group processes and outcomes. Collective leadership could serve as a model for examining 
loosely-coupled groups as well as intact organizational units in both face-to-face and virtual 
teams. Furthermore, the model provides a connection between information needs and leadership 
emergence through the application of individual expertise, which could have implications for 
scholars examining collaboration in various settings.   
Considerations for LIS Education  
Collective leadership also has implications for research and practice around the 
professional development and pedagogical preparation of information professionals. Research 
into core skills and competencies expected for librarians and information professionals rate 
leadership and interpersonal skills among the top core competencies (Saunders, 2020). Recent 
studies have begun to explore collective leadership models and have shown value in shared 
leadership approaches for academic library administration (Calvert, 2018) and public libraries 
(Wilson, 2018). However, adequate academic preparation in management and leadership topics 
is lacking in many LIS programs (Singh & Vorbach, 2017).   
For practitioners and researchers concerned with leadership preparation of information 
professionals, collective leadership could provide a compelling model. The focus on relational 
processes among individuals moves leadership away from the traditional leader-follow dynamic 
and perceptions of leadership as management. Furthermore, the inclusion of behaviorally based 




their formal authority and provides a framework for personal development, as behaviors can be 
practiced and learned.  
5.5.2 Methodological Considerations for Research with Communities or on Leadership  
This study also provides several methodological considerations for how to approach 
research within communities or group settings to further elaborate social dimensions of 
sociotechnical systems. Designing for the complexity of social contexts is an important 
dimension for future research. Within community settings where phenomena of interest may rely 
upon the multi-stakeholder collaboration, better understanding of community processes can 
occur via the intentional inclusion of broader community perspectives. Research occurring 
within community settings could benefit from the methodological contributions presented in this 
study of how populations of interest are sourced, identified, and sampled. The combination of 
key informants, document analysis, and snowball sampling provides guidance for researchers 
looking to create a sampling frame of potential participants when group boundaries are not 
known but data from relevant stakeholders are needed. Furthermore, the sampling technique 
employed within the study—purposive, non-probability quota-sampling--can direct researchers 
towards research participants within the community around a population criterion of interest. In 
this case, community sector participation provides a valid strategy for approaching the rigorous 
collection of various perspectives around the community-wide topic of interest. The application 
of the sampling approach employed within this study could be useful to researchers interested in 
exploring a variety of community-initiatives and programs.  
Within group settings, inclusion of informal leadership roles allows for a fuller 
perspective of group dynamics not possible with a focus on formal leadership alone. The study 




Conceptually, the model provides a framework for how to expand traditional notions of 
leadership within library and information science fields beyond positional leadership. 
Researchers could utilize the collective leadership model to understand dynamics of social 
influence and individual behaviors which may intersect with questions related to group processes 
and outcomes.  
Additionally, the operationalization of the collective leadership model could support 
future research exploring collective leadership specifically, or group roles more generally, from a 
variety of research designs. The creation of data collection instruments provides a template for 
how to collect social network data around collective leadership roles within a community setting 
which could be easily modified to other group settings. Furthermore, the coding scheme created 
to explore collective leadership roles via analysis of interview transcripts could also be applied to 
other text-based data—such as communication logs, discussion threads, or social media 
postings—in order to explore leadership roles within both face-to-face and virtual group settings. 
In summary, this dissertation has several implications for research concerned with exploring 
community settings, peer-led initiatives, leadership processes within groups, or leadership roles 
beyond those conferred via positional authority.  
5.5.3 Supporting Community Capacity-Building Efforts  
 The final area of intersection concerns the practice of supporting community capacity-
building efforts. This section will focus on two tangible implications from the current study 
related to capacity-building: leadership development and community learning.  
Collective Leadership for Community Engagement  
Within literature around collaboration, leadership is not often a term used to describe the 




connected to the prevailing stereotypes which link leadership to positional authority within 
Western society (Rost, 1993; Yukl, 2013) as well as implicit theories of leadership held by 
individuals (Rush et al., 1977). However, as described in Chapter 2, leadership is often an 
important dimension for group success. For individuals working in collaborative spaces, shifting 
perceptions of leadership—what it means, what it looks like, and who can participate in it—are 
therefore an important directive, particularly for peer-led efforts focused on community capacity-
building.  
Collective leadership provides a valid framework for leadership development for 
community engagement. Defined as a process, focused on relationships, and comprised of 
behaviorally-based roles, it takes the emphasis off of individuals serving in leadership positions 
and the accompanying assumptions of who a leader is, aspects which may serve as detriments for 
individuals who may otherwise step into leadership roles. In this way, the collective leadership 
framework could serve as a model for community-based leadership development training and 
individual capacity-building. Not only does collective leadership provide a validated model for 
supporting group process, particularly in complex settings, but it also may provide an amount of 
flexibility and freedom which takes the pressure off of individuals who, for whatever reason, 
may not want to be “the leader.” However, collective leadership may provide a model where 
individuals feel more emboldened to step into leadership roles. The emphasis on informal and 
formal influence as well as temporal components of the model may open space where individuals 
can more easily contribute to different roles at different points in time without the perceived 
commitment of traditional understandings of leadership. Furthermore, the model’s four roles 
provide a clear behaviorally based framework through which individuals may more easily see 




 In summary, collective leadership can provide a framework for community leadership 
development. Practitioners, advocates, or community liaisons working within communities could 
adjust the framework for their specific community contexts and provide trainings for community 
members around the collective leadership roles. By identifying and developing an understanding 
of the model, participants could more clearly articulate the ways and at what time points they 
may be able to add value to various group efforts. The model also would allow space for 
individuals to move in and out of leadership roles, which is important, given the voluntary nature 
of many community-based initiatives and the high chance of initiative fatigue and burnout 
among volunteers. 
Community Learning  
In addition to leadership development, the other implication related to community 
capacity-building concerns community learning. As highlighted within Chapter 2, information is 
an essential element for navigating complexity. Social innovations increasingly require cross-
sector participation from a multitude of stakeholders. As found within the current study, 
communities face many obstacles in coordination sharing and learning around information needs 
(Figure 18). However, several organizing practices initiated by community members helped 
bridge geographic, professional, and conceptual boundaries.  
Identifying community expertise and raising awareness about community resources was 
shown to be an important and ongoing need within the current study. Practitioners working in 
community spaces or around community initiatives could support community learning by 
helping establish a community repository (database, community calendar, resource list, social 
media group, etc.) around relevant community resources (expertise, collaborators, events, etc.).  
The creation and support of both virtual and real-life networks was important to peer and 




benefit from organizing practices that support communities of practices, particularly in initiatives 
that involve practice around skills or a specific knowledge area. Regular programming which 
combined resource identification, skills development, and relationship building with local 
community resources around a topic area was a particularly effective strategy employed by study 
participants which could be implemented with similar initiatives.  
Given the cross-sector nature of community-wide initiatives, creating spaces for dialogue 
and interaction with diverse peers was important for information sharing, leadership processes 
such as vision-casting, and personal network development. Participants in the current study 
discussed the importance of dialogue and interaction with others as important for fostering new 
collaborations as well as for information sharing. Multidisciplinary spaces were also reflected in 
regional alliances, such as those sponsored by the Greater Peoria Economic Development 
Council in the current study, or through programming supported by community organizations 
intentionally bringing together different sectors within the community.  
Finally, community learning could be supported by the establishment of communities of 
practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Within the current study, the community need for development 
around the educational aspects of digital literacy—content and pedagogy—aligned with the 
concept of a community of practice and reflected educational and technical information needs 
around digital literacy. Participants from the educational field, most without formal 
responsibility towards digital literacy but with intrinsic individual motivation to learn, and with 
limited formal organizational support, engaged in the creation of a community of practice around 
technology-focused learning. The Teacher Tuesday group as well as the Tech Teachers GP 
Facebook group were both created to support shared learning around the joint enterprise of 




and new partnerships and collaborations among members. Other education-related initiatives 
could benefit from similar strategies.  
However, there is a need for learning which engages individuals across the community 
beyond communities of practice, as illustrated by the organizational and community-specific 
information needs. Community-wide initiative can be expected to involve multiple stakeholders 
holding different perspectives and agendas. Furthermore, part of the challenge with boundary-
spanning organizing efforts is identifying organizational contacts and gatekeepers, as well as 
sourcing community expertise. Spaces that encourage interaction with diverse peers, therefore, 
can be valuable in building relationships and encouraging dialogue across organizational or 
disciplinary boundaries. As discussed earlier, the interaction occurring in multidisciplinary 
spaces is part of a valuable organizing practice. These innovation spaces encourage the 
engagement of multiple stakeholders around a broad topic with relevance to the region and are 
supported by local organizations and associations. For community practitioners and organizers, 
learning how to foster both communities of practice as well as broader innovation spaces would 
contribute to deeper community learning and dialogue around social innovation initiatives.  
5.6 Limitations  
Though it reflects a complex and ambitious exploration of community-wide organizing 
efforts around digital literacy, there still exist several limitations of the study which should be 
taken into consideration—namely, limitations of the study design, participant population, and 
generalizability of results.  
5.6.1 Limitations of the Study Design  
Several limitations exist in regard to the study design, which should be considered when 




collection phases. Data collection occurred over a three-year time period, from May 2016 to May 
2019, which allowed for observation of change over time within the community around digital 
literacy initiatives. However, time was not intentionally included within the social network 
survey, as it was disseminated at only one time point. The collective leadership construct can 
generally be understood as people in roles over time (Contractor et al., 2012). Therefore, the 
current study can only confirm that different people played different collective leadership roles. 
However, the omission of the temporal component with the social network survey provided 
opportunity for the inclusion of other research methods and ultimately contributed to a richer 
description of the community context and organizing processes.   
As an exploratory study looking to understand community coordination efforts and assess 
the applicability of the collective leadership model, I believe a single time point for the social 
network survey within a larger mixed methods design was a valid approach, even with 
limitations. Furthermore, due to the novelty of the context, the additional insights gained about 
general leadership in a technology-infused space are valuable findings which came from 
inclusion of qualitative methods. Now that collective leadership has been established as present 
within a community context, future work can be aimed at exploring the temporal component of 
the theory.   
Another limitation involves the survey completion rate. While all individuals from the 
Master Stakeholder List (MSL) were invited to take the social network survey, the response rate 
was 51% (based off the original MSL list of 160 individuals). Furthermore, response rates for 
each of the main social network questions were not ideal; in general, only around half of 
completed surveys included individuals for each of the social network relationships (general 




provide responses for the social network questions did complete the rest of the questions on the 
survey, however.   
Two explanations for these response rates exist. First, it could be that participants did not 
have anyone they sought out for any of these relationships around digital literacy. Given the 
relatively low numbers of nominees even among those who completed the survey and the 
relatively emergent state of individuals working around digital literacy, it could be that some 
participants were not able to identify peers who served in these roles. The second possibility 
could be that survey fatigue caused participants to skip the social network questions, as indicated 
by the higher completion rate for the first social network question on the survey. In retrospect, 
the survey could have been pruned to a smaller number of questions or a single network question 
of the most importance to decrease survey fatigue. Alternatively, the social network sections 
could have been randomized for participants through the survey management software so that the 
order would vary participant to participant which would have potentially provided higher results 
across the board since participants would have responded to different social network questions 
first.  
The final limitation involves the lack of alter information within the social network 
survey. Established methods for chain-referral-sampling, within which snowball sampling falls, 
involve a multi-wave process beginning with initial subjects who “serve as "seeds," through 
which wave 1 subjects are recruited; wave 1 subjects in turn recruit wave 2 subjects, and the 
sample subsequently expands wave by wave like a snowball growing in size as it rolls down a 
hill” (Heckathorn, 2011, p. 356). For the social network survey, this would involve collecting 
information about all the alters identified by respondents, contacting those alters to take the 




information would need to be included, as would follow-ups with initial respondents if contact 
information was not provided. It would also require additional cognitive load to be placed upon 
respondents in an already full survey. Therefore, the decision was made to disseminate the 
survey at one point in time, perform due diligence on any referrals mentioned by participants in 
the referral question, and proceed with egocentric analysis of social network data. While this 
decision was appropriate for the exploratory nature of the study and the benefits of egocentric 
network data (as described in Section 3.4.2), the trade-off comes with limitations, namely, 
limitations to the types of metrics which could be performed on the social network data and 
limitations to better understanding the structure of relationships across the community. However, 
these limitations also offer a potential avenue for future research, which will be discussed in the 
next section.  
5.6.2 Limitations of Study Participants 
The second set of limitations involves the sampling frame and study participants. As 
discussed in Section 6.2.4, I augmented the sampling frame through community liaison 
involvement, referral/snowball sampling, website searches, and document analysis in order to 
create a Master Stakeholder List (MSL) which served as a proxy for the population of interest—
individuals working around digital literacy within the community. However, the MSL only 
served as a proxy for this population, and other individuals may have not been included who 
should have been. A lack of published information online or organizational documents could 
mean that organizations or individuals involved in digital literacy within the community may not 
have been identified. Human recall error could have also impacted community liaisons and 
participants when asked for referrals. Additionally, given the long period of data collection, 




moving out of the community). The choice of sequential mixed methods also meant that any new 
participants who may have joined the initiative during the three years of data collection may not 
have been included if they missed the window for each data phase. While efforts were made to 
account for these limitations, it should be acknowledged that the study therefore represents a 
potentially incomplete snapshot of community organizing.   
Another limitation connected to study participants is related to social network alters. The 
final question of the survey requested respondents to refer others working around digital literacy 
in the community. Names submitted through this referral process were reviewed throughout the 
survey’s open period, with an email invitation sent out to any new individuals who were referred 
by respondents. Only fourteen individuals (out of 44 total referrals) were unknown, not having 
already been invited to participate in the survey or already having had participated in the survey. 
However, upon analysis of the social network questions, there were several alters (i.e., nodes to 
whom the respondent was connected) present which were identified through social network 
questions but who did not show up on the MSL or as having been referred through survey or 
interview elicitations. Half of these individuals (49%) were accounted through educator-based 
listservs used to disseminate survey invitations; however, the remaining 51% were unaccounted 
for and were unknown to both myself as a researcher and to the community liaisons who helped 
construct the initial MSL. While utilizing the expertise of community liaisons for sampling is a 
common practice in community-based research (Kogan et al., 2011; King et al., 2015), these 
individuals had limits to their own knowledge about the community.  
This identifies a limitation in the study population which is reflective of both the 
complexity of the context and challenges for community organizing. As found through analysis 




quite low. Organizing practices are in flux, meaning the coordination of organizational and inter-
organizational workflows for information sharing are currently being established. Furthermore, 
the voluntary nature of engagement in digital literacy and importance of social and technical 
expertise to the emergence of leadership roles means there is no clear way to identify others 
working in this area. In this way, individuals working in this community space around digital 
literacy could be considered a covert, or hidden, network. While the addition of unknown alters 
reflects that all the individuals working around digital literacy may not have been known, and 
were not included in the data collection process, the study’s findings as a first foray into 
understanding community organizing efforts are still valuable.  
While not a limitation per se, I also want to comment on the findings of the study as it 
relates to participant comments about inclusion of multiple perspectives. As shared earlier, many 
participants spoke about diversity and disparity issues across the community related to access 
and representation. However, 88% of participants identified as the same ethnic group (White, 
non-Hispanic), and most (87%) considered themselves as either providers or supporters of digital 
literacy initiatives. It should be acknowledged that these perspectives, therefore, may not 
represent the perspectives, concerns, motivations, and challenges around community digital 
literacy initiatives. Recipients of digital literacy services—including both youth and adults—
were not directly targeted for the study, nor were individuals who may reflect different ethnic 
categories. Furthermore, it should be noted that the topic of the study itself, digital literacy, 
attached broader concerns around community capacity-building and regional growth to 
technology, digital acumen, and related concepts that emerged from participants, such as 




tradition of critical viewpoints towards technology exists within the information disciplines 
which could be applied to examination of this topic in future research.   
5.6.3 Limitations to Generalizability  
 The final limitation of the study exists in the generalizability of findings. Participants 
were selected using purposive, non-probability sampling strategies and are therefore non-
representative. However, as a case-based exploration in one community’s organizing processes 
around digital literacy, the purpose of the study was to deepen understanding of the processes, 
organizing practices, and leadership roles within grassroots community efforts. The complexity 
of the research design and inclusion of mixed methods established methodological triangulation 
(Patton, 1999; Denzin, 2009) across analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data. 
Furthermore, case study research can suggest directions from findings, pointing to further 
research questions, hypotheses or implications (Lauer & Asher, 1988). From this standpoint, I do 
feel the findings from this study are transferable to both other communities, and other 
community-wide initiatives, in helping identify and clarify questions for future research.  
5.7 Future Research  
Several directions for future research emerged from the study. Some of these directions 
extend the current project and could be conducted with the existing data set. Others identify new 
research directions which build off findings presented in this dissertation.  
5.7.1 Incorporating Temporality  
 Temporal considerations are important for any exploration of process in order to 
understand the dynamics of group efforts which are not possible with an individual snapshot of a 
point in time. While the current project did reflect a three-year engagement with the community 




Future work could more specifically address temporality, both in explorations of collective 
leadership and in better understanding community organizing processes.  
Temporality of Collective Leadership  
 As described in Chapter 2, temporality is a key aspect of the collective leadership model. 
A focus of this study was to establish that collective leadership, and the four roles of the model, 
were first present within a community setting. Therefore, the temporality dimension was omitted 
in the research design (as described in Section 6.6).  
Future work could extend the confirmation of collective leadership and intentionally 
explore the temporal dimension within community-led groups in order to better understand the 
enactment of CL within community-led initiatives. The creation of a shortened survey instrument 
which could be distributed at multiple points in time would contribute to the understanding of 
when different leadership roles (Section 4.7) are enacted at different points in time within 
community initiatives’ implementation. It also could provide further insight into criteria for 
collective leadership emergence (i.e., social, technical, or some other aspect of expertise, which 
received only cursory treatment in the current study). 
Temporality of Community Organizing  
Another venue for future work includes a better understanding of the temporality of 
community organizing efforts, particularly within loosely-coupled groups. Research exploring 
community organizing has provided models for community organizing around social issues like 
health disparity (Hennessey Lavery et al., 2005), as well as the creation of frameworks (Mercy 
Corps, 2009) and sourcebooks (Thorton et al., 2000) for supporting community action. Other 
work has focused on strategies for community organizing, for example, developing community 
social capital (Gittel & Vidal, 1998). However, these resources do not fully reflect the dynamics 




partnerships among community entities and rely upon peer influence to navigate complexities 
around the implementation and sustainability of a community topic of interest.   
Research on community organizing around social innovation topics could provide more 
clarity on how initiatives move from ideation to sustainability. Work on intact teams has 
developed helpful models for understanding group development (i.e., stages of team 
development (Tuckman, 1965), punctuated equilibrium (Gersick, 1991), or group socialization 
(Levine & Morehead, 1994)). These models are helpful in helping understand ideal types of how 
groups evolve over time. Future work could be focused on helping to clarify the process of 
community organizing efforts, including timing of different CL roles and community 
information needs, in order to support theory-building and development related to community 
capacity-building efforts.  
5.7.2 Exploring the Intersection of Leadership and Technology 
As described in Section 4.6, analysis of study data identified some unique dimensions to 
leadership within a technology-focused context. The nomination of different individuals within 
the general leadership network as compared the collective leadership network around digital 
literacy, the intersection of leadership identity and technological acumen (Section 4.6.3), and 
different ways individuals in leadership roles supported technology adoption and exploration 
within their organizations (Section 4.6.6) are all interesting findings which highlight dimensions 
ripe for future research. This further exploration of the junction between leadership and 
technology could be approached from several directions, with the potential to contribute to 




Leadership Information Practices  
One venue for extending research from the current study involves further exploration of 
both general leadership information practices as well as the information practices of individuals 
serving in leadership roles within technology-infused settings. Exploring information practices of 
specific groups has a long tradition within information sciences (Case & Given, 2016). 
Extending this work to explore the information practices of not just leaders (as defined by 
positional authority) but individuals serving in leadership roles would be a valuable contribution 
for several reasons. First, it would help to expand understanding of leadership within the 
information sciences to include both formal and informal roles. It would also help generate 
knowledge about how these roles are enacted and how individuals within these roles learn about, 
prepare for, and support their own development within their roles. Insights could have 
implications for both theory and practice, in terms of professional development. Second, it could 
contribute to work within leadership education, which is concerned with expanding knowledge 
on how to develop leadership in others.   
Leadership education is increasingly focused on helping develop students’ attitudes, 
knowledge, and behaviors around leadership (Rosch & Anthony, 2012). Clarifying information 
practices of both formal and informal leadership across a variety of concepts could provide 
greater insight into both how individuals in leadership roles and groups engaging in leadership 
processes use information. Specific research questions could explore what sources of information 
and influences support individuals’ concepts and self-identify around leadership, the information 
practices of groups engaging in leadership processes, and the saliency of different information at 




Leadership in Technology-Infused Settings 
 A related area of potential future research could involve exploring leadership in 
technology-infused settings. Within leadership education, emerging research has started to 
examine the intersection of leadership and technology, for example, in looking at digital student 
leadership development (Ahlquist, 2017) or online leadership pedagogy (Endersby et al., 2017; 
Phelps, 2012). Within information sciences, scholars have questioned how leadership could 
support critical technology education (Wolske, 2014; Wolske & Rhinesmith, 2015; Phelps & 
Wolske, 2016) as well as explored leadership within online communities (Johnson et al., 2015) 
and open source projects (Zhu et al., 2011).  
Future work could explore both the application of collective leadership and other 
behaviorally based leadership models in online settings, thereby expanding scholars’ ability to 
account for processes of both formal and informal influence in groups. Schema operationalizing 
collective leadership roles could be created and used to understand the interaction patterns and 
contribute to our understanding of roles in online spaces or in online coordination efforts.   
Expression of leadership around technology initiatives could also be further examined. 
As found in the current study, the intersection of leadership identity and leadership efforts 
around technology seemed to indicate personal assumptions of what skills, knowledge, or 
abilities were needed to be successful when supporting groups around technology adoption, 
implementation, or use. Future work could explore these assumptions and perspectives to clarify 
how much technological knowledge or acumen intersects with one’s competence or confidence 
in serving in leadership roles. Leadership roles, as they relate to technology adoption and 
implementation, could also be examined. While some research has delved into leadership and 
technology adoption, it has primarily been examined within specific organizations, around 




settings (Edmondson & Harvey, 2001; Kiwan & Lazaric, 2019). Therefore, future work 
exploring the leadership behaviors around technology would be a helpful contribution to 
understanding how individuals serving in formal or informal leadership roles could support 
group learning, use, and adoption. For example, one implementation could examine the 
leadership behaviors among students and teachers within technology education learning spaces 
connected to technology learning and confidence. Another possible study could examine 
interactions within an online community of practice, using the collective leadership framework 
as a guide, in order to explore behavioral leadership roles that support group learning. Research 
along this vein could also refine corresponding methodological approaches to examine 
leadership and identify enactments of social influence in virtual settings.   
5.7.3 Expanding to Additional Community Contexts   
 The community context for social innovation initiatives reflect a fuzzy in-between in 
current types of community organizing efforts. They are not a social movement (e.g., bounded 
topically), nor a disaster/crises response (e.g., bounded temporally), nor reflective of formal 
partnerships or strategic collaborations (e.g., bounded organizationally). However, they do 
represent a potentially growing venue of community organizing efforts given the complexity of 
many social challenges and are therefore worthy of future research. Future work could look to 
reproduce the current study, or dimensions of the current study, in additional community 
contexts, for example, in other communities or around additional community initiatives, in order 
to more fully establish or expand upon the initial findings from this dissertation. Specific areas of 




Digital Literacy as Community Capacity-Building  
As presented in Chapter 2 (Section 2.3.2), digital literacy can be considered both a focus 
of and precondition for community capacity-building. Future work in this area could address 
some of the limitations of the current study by focusing investigation on the understanding of 
digital literacy from other audiences’ perspectives, namely, individuals who are the recipients of 
digital literacy development efforts, such as youth and older community members. Future 
research could explore these populations’ understanding of and perspectives towards digital 
literacy in order to contribute to existing literature focusing on digital literacy as a concept and 
work which examines digital literacy development. The current study explored digital literacy 
more broadly, therefore including perspectives of supporters and providers across both formal 
and informal learning spaces as well as across multiple community sectors. This analysis 
identified the various tensions which exist around digital literacy as a topic and its relation to 
various community goals. Further exploration could delve deeper into individuals’ 
understandings of digital literacy and related concepts and contribute existing streams of 
literature focused on digital youth, technology use, and adult education.  
Another limitation stated in previous sections was the criteria for study inclusion, which 
bounded sampling to those individuals and organizations who were focused on digital literacy 
endeavors within the community. However, as shared in Section 6.6.2, there are some equity and 
inclusion concerns around a concept that often gets associated with entrepreneurialism and 
innovation within a community development context. Additional exploration of the digital 
literacy and community organizing efforts which truly take in a whole-community view would 
therefore require attention to these dimensions. Soliciting the perspectives of different 
community populations, segments, and organizations that were not included within the current 




community equity (Green et al., 2019) and ethics (Winter, 2019) for communities around 
technological adoption.   
Collective Leadership for Community Social Innovation Initiatives   
Future research efforts could continue to refine and explore the expression of collective 
leadership in community-led, grassroots social innovation efforts. While this dissertation 
included additional research questions around general organizing processes and information 
behaviors, future work could focus on separate, individual studies each of these dimensions. For 
example, collective leadership could be examined more fully, including temporal dimensions as 
discussed in 6.7.1, across other types of social innovation topics and within other communities to 
examine its applicability across multiple contexts. Work could more deeply examine the 
enactment of leadership roles within and across organizational sectors, the applicability of those 
roles, or others, to the initiative, and the types of expertise which lead to individuals’ emergence 
in a role. Furthermore, as discussed briefly in Chapter 4, better understanding of the flexed 
expression of collective leadership in more ambiguous, community contexts as compared to 
existing literature of collective leadership within organizations could lead to an expansion of the 
model for inward-facing (group-focused) as compared to outward-facing (initiative focused) 
leadership behaviors. Future work could refine corresponding methodological approaches to 
study leadership in complex contexts.  
Typology of Community Information Needs  
Finally, exploring the informative dimensions of community organizing is another stream 
of potential future research. First, the initial typology of community information needs (Figure 
17) could be examined within other community contexts, both around other organizing efforts 
related to the initial topic domain of digital literacy as well as to other technology and non-




terms of information needed. More focused exploration around the typology could also serve to 
refine and clarify categories and their individual components. As stated earlier in Section 6.7.1, 
information needs could also be explored temporally, potentially resulting in a process-model of 
information needs around community organizing efforts. Such a model would be helpful for 
planning out different community-based interventions, and it would contribute to research on 
community capacity-building.   
5.8 Summary  
Employing a combination of semi-structured interviews, a social network survey, 
document analysis, site visits and event observations, this dissertation explored the community 
organizing processes around digital literacy within the Peoria, IL community. The goal of the 
study was to better understand the leadership roles, information practices, hindrances, and 
organizing practices involved in the creation, implementation, and sustainability of community-
led initiatives. The study also explored the applicability of a collective leadership model to a 
novel community setting.  
Findings reflect the complexity present within the community and the coordination 
challenges of working across organizational and geographic boundaries. Digital literacy 
resources around information and leadership were present but scarce. Collective leadership was 
found to be present, with evidence for the existence of collective leadership roles found within 
both qualitative and quantitative analyses. Expertise remained related to the emergence of 
collective leadership roles, with social expertise particularly important. Analysis of community 
information needs resulted in the creation of a novel typology of information needs around 





 Implications for research concern future work exploring leadership and community 
initiatives with methodological contributions from the study of relevance for research around 
community-based phenomena. Implications for practice revolve around the support of 
community capacity-building efforts, particularly around community leadership development 
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APPENDIX A: Codebook 
 
Code  Description Exemplars 
benchmarking comparisons with 
others, exploring 
best practices from 
peers  
"looking at a community we’re just so far behind 
from what I’ve seen in other areas" 
"And so we started searching for like does anybody- 







"it helped us define, because we started looking into 
what a 21C environment is, we didn’t have that 
and….it helped us with community members 
understanding this is what it will look like, this is 
why we would do it, and teachers, too." 
"they would come 3 times a year during this school 
year and learn the content and how to redeliver that 
content so then they could be the leader in their 
districts so that the message is coming from within 




challenges for digital 
literacy organizing  
"are this around public schools or is this around 
public schools and the community, is this around 
private citizens or all of the above" 
"you can’t invest in technology as we all know 








"they’re defenders of the content so when you bring 
the technology a lot of times they’ll say - but that 
goes in the lab" 











"they’re doing consults with helping businesses 
learn how to adapt and integrate technology into 
their business practices" 
"semi-annual conference of all these STEM-area 
leaders to come together" 
"the events are becoming much more about a group 
of people who know each other that are like long 
distance friends. They're going to the events for the 
social aspect of seeing their friends" 
curriculum digital literacy 
content, topics 
"how to judge if it is a quality piece of information 
and a source and if its worthy"  








"we really do need to be able to recruit individuals 
here that want to be in STEM fields to stay here. I 
mean we’ve got such a rich area for all kinds of 
STEM careers. That in of itself is an amazing goal." 
"creating a standard definition of digital literacy or a 




operationalization looks like then so you can have 




definitions of what 
digital literacy is, or 
entails 
"Being a good communicator, being willing to be a 
risk taker, being willing to try again. You need a 
problem solver" 
"another part of digital literary is knowing the 
capability of technology" 
"digital literacy means understanding how to use 
technology as a tool " 
"digital literacy is understanding the process of how 
things work and why they work the way they do" 
DL spaces  spaces supporting 
digital literacies 
development 
"what would a democratic school look like and kids 
participating more at every level" 
"I think it’s important to work on multiple 
platforms" 
"When they’re here and they’re making it’s a 
different environment, they can talk to each other, 
they can bounce ideas off of each other, they can 







"we started thinking that education was about 
cookie cutting and it’s never been about cookie 
cutting" 
"I’m vocational based so that’s really the whole 
philosophy - hands on, find something you're got at 
and run with it" 
expertise special knowledge, 
skills, or insight  
"My specialty is being a teacher, being in the 
classroom" 
"I have this friend who just retired and she’s really 
good at hardware and she’s also really good at 
sewing and crafts like that so she's going to do my 
electric sewing component…" 
how to teach references 
participant opinions 
of how digital 
literacies should be 
taught  
"being able to personalize learning"  
"for young kids, it should be about a learning 
opportunity and then as kids gets older, I think it 






"I started a program called Streams because of the 
4G camp" 
"then the group of us that were community builders 
decided that there was value in what we were doing 






existing or perceived 
gaps in participant 
knowledge  
"that sort of 21st century learning infrastructure that 
just isn’t there right now" 
"I’m not sure that the person now in that position 








"we’ve learned that Facebook can actually be a very 
valuable resource in terms of communication with 
each other" 
"Somebody goes to their monthly program planning 
meeting so that we know what’s coming up two or 
three years out for their big exhibits" 
"it’s still really hard to get in that school space and 
to have a meaningful kind of rich informative 









"I embrace service and the empowerment model" 
"my philosophy on leadership is, is it has to be 
about who you're serving" 
leadership, 
general  
general discussion of 
leadership (or lack 
thereof) related to 
digital literacies 
organizing  
"one of our gaps that we need stronger leadership to 
help guide us" 
"I think as a community and as a region we’re still 
trying to figure that out and I don’t think there is 
any one voice that is championing it to be honest or 
if it is its definitely under the radar"  
learning process references 
participant opinions 
of how individuals 
learn, or should 
learn, digital 
literacies 
"teachers can be integrating it through the learning 
process and our kids are much more capable then 
we are in some spaces, so we need to allow some 






related to technology 
mentioned by 
participants 
"collaborative learning environments, 
transformative uses of technology, developing 
digital citizenship" 
"So really when we think about 21st century skills 
it’s not that kids have a skill set but they’re able to 




specific types of 
literacies or specific 
concepts  
"I’m more familiar with the term scientific literacy" 






"have to have that co-planning and collaboration in 
order to put in front of the teachers the right model 






mindset  participants' 
perspectives on the 
type of mindset 
needed to support, 
teach, or engage in 
digital literacies 
development  
"It's not that I have to be teacher, you have to be 
student" 
"You fail at this, well good for you, you failed and 
we learned from that and then let’s move on and do 
something different 





literacy initiatives  
"It is an incredibly important topic to our 
community because we need to be able to position 
to supply young engineers that are incredibly 
digitally literate who able to keep the stockholders 







idea sharing  
"big part of it can be the same people then at some 
point dots will be connected and you will see more 
of that collective and that alignment" 
"So we are this space where crazy ideas can sort of 
grow into creative ideas can grow into programs that 




needs for expanding 
digital literacy 
initiatives  
"It’s really pushing IT to keep up"  
"But I wouldn’t say that there is anybody- any sort 
of overarching committee or anything in charge" 
organizing 
process  





digital literacy (or 
lack thereof)   
"it was just bringing people out of the woodwork 
and identifying who the entrepreneurs were and 
what they’re doing and that kind of thing" 
"I think it’s more about how we go about our 







about the community 
setting  
"Well we’re a very diverse community for the size 
of community that we are" 
"We do have some striking economic disparities 





for achieving tasks 
and accomplishing 
goals around digital 
literacy  
"But I know their librarian fairly well so I mean it’s 
nice to work with people you already know" 
"and I said I need you to come and do that for me 










"really focusing on process creativity building" 
"I hear access to technology, I hear the 21st century 
learner, I hear the revolutionized workplace that 
teachers are trying to prepare kids for and they don’t 
even know what jobs they’re preparing them for" 





"Then also trying to role model integration of 
technology to the folks I work with" 
"I be a good role model to those people of color who 
may have never seen or don't know what a librarian 
does. " 
role, engineer collective leadership 
role encompassing 




"If you have a specific ask for her, she will make 
that happen" 
"It came from me saying look, we've got a tech guy 
who's great, but we need to open up other 
opportunities"  
role, general references general 
social roles taken by 
individuals around 
digital literacy  
"I formed this group around, um, with all the digital 
learning coaches and instructional coaches and 
technology coordinators that we work close with as 
a district"  
role, identity references 
participant 
perceptions of their 
role(s) and 
identity(s)   
"I'm a maker"  
"I am a mom of teenagers" 
"I am a professional meeting goer" 
role, liaison collective leadership 
role encompassing 





"I’m the hub is what most people call me"  
"My role is to open up I guess opportunity" 
role, navigator collective leadership 
role encompassing 
behaviors related to 
vision, direction, and 
focus  
"I see him articulating a vision, building a 
community buy in towards that vision and then 
executing on it" 
"I did more research on it and I was like, guys, we're 





behaviors related to 
communication, 
support and process  
"she would go meet with them and try to make them 
feel included in everything that was happening" 
"our primary role is to give members a place to 
break out of their silos and experiment" 
skills for success  skills and 
competencies seen as 
necessary for 
"Being a good communicator, being willing to be a 
risk taker, being willing to try again. " 
"trying to get sometimes students to be able to 




engaging in digital 
literacy  





"We are seeing more professional learning. Another 
significant event is we’re starting to see the network 
of google certified people" 
"I had never seen one of my employees be so proud 
as the day she said I fixed that machine" 
support systems encompasses various 
support systems for 
digital literacy 
development 
"my administration is very similar in identifying 
opportunities for partnerships, encouraging our staff 
and take their crazy ideas and run with it. Getting 
the budget for them, when we can"  
"So that was important piece for all of our 
administration to be on board, to be very supportive 
and non-evaluative when these kinds of new 
learning was going on in the classroom." 
technology, how 
to teach  
encompasses 
participant attitudes 
towards how to teach 
technology-related 
content  
"It’s confronting that the teacher isn’t the expert that 
has the answer, that we work with the peers to solve 
the problems, and they have to know, how do you 
support your peer’s framework."  
"So, that’s really all it is. It’s the problem solving, 
it’s the thinking, it’s the not being afraid to try. It’s 









"the technology we're using in the maker space and 
kind of how we're utilizing the technology is so 
much more commonplace now. People are almost 
expecting it, versus people seeing it as like science 
fiction."  
"the notion of people classifying a job or a person as 
IT is just really rubs me the wrong way. Because it’s 
almost dismissive, the tone that they use, and it 
demonstrates a gross misunderstanding or 
underestimation of how much technology matters in 





how to approach 
technology 
"we have some teachers that are doing these 
amazing things but I think it’s because of their own 
drive and interest, not necessarily skill set because I 
don’t think that any of them had that before it’s just 
that they were willing to play around" 









APPENDIX B: Survey and Interview Questions 
B.1 Initial Interview Questions 
Familiarization Interview Questions 
I. Interview Overview   
A. Set up audio recording equipment, consent forms, questions set up 
B. Welcome, Introduction, and Describe the Objectives of the Research 
C. Provide consent form 
D. Review IRB protocol 
E. Collect signed forms  
F. After consent, record and being questions 
  
Research Overview (per consent forms) 
Contemporary practices in technology management and innovation rely on organizational 
leadership developing strategic management skills to meet specific needs of the public. In the State 
of Illinois, there is critical concern with improving economic development among communities. 
Business and organizations in Illinois are experiencing an unprecedented shift to using computer-
based technologies. While these technologies are transforming our economy, there remains a 
persistent digital divide in Illinois. One of the significant barriers is limited access to emerging 
digital platforms that are being used in manufacturing, media production, and data analytics.  These 
digital literacies are essential 21st century skills for social and economic development.  With a 
partnership among University of Illinois Extension, University of Illinois faculty and staff, and 
local communities, we are leading a process to help determine the digital literacy needs of area 
communities in Illinois.  This facilitated process will help identify current and future needs and 
resources for digital literacy training and programming. In order to best inform digital literacy 
efforts in our community, we are interested in learning more about the leadership processes that 
happen within your organization. 
  
I. Your participation is voluntary. You may stop participation at any time you would like. 
A. If you agree to participate, please sign/confirm the consent form 
B. Please note, I will be audio recording our interview. 
II. Today, the purpose of this interview is to spend the next 45 - 60 minutes getting a better 
understanding of these initiatives and how you (and your organization) is involved. 
A. Before we begin, let me get some basic information 
 
RESPONDENT INFORMATION  
1.      Name______________________________ 
2.      Title_______________________________ since___________________ 
3.      Field of expertise_____________________ 
4.      Organization __________________________ 
If not obvious, mission of the organization: 
5.      What is your role around digital literacy within Peoria area_________________   





PRELIMINARY Do not read. Use as prompts as appropriate. 
1. What does digital literacy mean 
to you? 
● What types of things are included? 
● Who is digital literacy for? 
2. Why is it important to your 
organization, community, and/or 
region? 
● Are there any gaps you see in terms of knowledge, 
skills, or abilities in your community? 
● Are there any aspects you feel are unique to your 
community, related to digital literacy? 
3. How have you (or your 
organization) been involved in 





● Project history 
● Context: how, when, why 
● Scope of the project 
● Specific objectives for the project, for your 
organization 
● What idea first comes to mind when you think 
about your organization and digital literacy? 
4. What is your role in this work? 
What do you bring to this work 
(e.g., assets/expertise?)  
● Point at which you became involved 
● Responsibilities 
● Expertise areas 
5. What types of partnerships or 
collaborations are involved in this 
type of work?     
● Are you aware of any other projects working in this 
area?  
● What is your interaction with these other projects?  
● What city organizations or networks are in place 
7. What do you see as the 
challenges to this work? What are 
gaps?  
● Process, people, resources, culture, leadership 
● Dimensions that have supported or impaired this 
work?  
 
7. What do you see as the 
outcomes? 
● What currently is being done? 
● Where are the gaps? 
8. If you had $100,000 dollars to 
spend over the next 5, what would 
you do first? 
● Why?      
      
9. Are there others (individuals, 
organizations) who you are 
involved in this project/initiative 
we should connect with?   
● Request names  





B.2 Social Network Survey  
 




Standard: Consent (2 Questions) 
Standard: Introduction (16 Questions) 
Standard: Individual Resources - Leadership (5 Questions) 
Standard: Individual Resources - Information (6 Questions) 
Standard: Collective Leadership Group Roles (6 Questions) 
Standard: Group Dimensions (11 Questions) 
Standard: Referrals (1 Question) 
Standard: Drawing (1 Question) 
END SURVEY  
 
Start of Block: Consent 
 
Q1 Community Organizing & Collective Leadership Around Digital-literacy-related 
Initiatives    
  
Q2 Survey Consent  
End of Block: Consent 
 
Start of Block: Introduction 
 
Q3 Survey Information 
    Thank you for participating in this survey to understand how the Peoria area is organizing 
around digital-literacy-related initiatives.   
  
 By digital-literacy-related initiatives, we mean programs, events or services that focus on 
developing the competencies, attitudes and perspectives needed to understand and use digital 
information and communication technologies. These initiatives may deal with digital literacy 
specifically, as well as include related concepts such as STEAM/STEM education, general 
technology education, or making.        
 
The survey will take approximately 15 - 20 minutes to complete and consists of three parts:      
 
Background information to gain a sense of who you are, your experiences and roles around 




you go to for support, advice, and leadership around digital-literacy-related programming in the 
community. Group Dimension questions to better understand your perception of those involved 
in this work, and what factors support or hinder its implementation.    
 Your responses will help us understand the structure of leadership within the local community 
related to supporting digital literacy and help inform local initiatives. In addition:     Your 
responses will be kept confidential.  Names will be omitted and responses aggregated to 
support anonymity. At the end of the survey, you will be asked to provide your preferred contact 
information to be entered into the Amazon gift card random drawing.       
Thank you for your input and participation in this work.   
 
Q4 Part 1: Background Information 
 





Q6 Please indicate the type of organizational sector where you work:  
o Education: K-12  (1)  
o Education: Community college or university  (10)  
o Community organization  (14)  
o Cultural heritage institution (e.g., museum, archive, etc)  (11)  
o Local government or civic agency  (4)  
o Non for profit  (19)  
o Public library  (12)  
o Private industry  (15)  
o Religious or charitable organization  (16)  
o Youth organization  (13)  












Q8 Please indicate your primary role related to digital literacy-related initiatives in the area.   
By digital-literacy-related initiatives, we mean programs, events or services focused on 
developing competencies, attitudes and perspectives around digital information and 
communication technologies. These initiatives may include related concepts such as 
STEAM/STEM education, general technology education, and/or making. 
 
 You may have several roles, but please indicate your the primary role that will be your focus 
when answering the survey.  
o Parent  (1)  
o Local business/entrepreneur  (4)  
o Local government official  (5)  
o Educator (K-12)  (6)  
o Educator (college, university)  (7)  
o Community volunteer  (8)  
o Librarian  (9)  
o Not-for-profit religious leader  (10)  
o Not-for-profit organization staff/leadership  (11)  







Q9 What function best reflects your primary role:  
o Recipient/user of training and skill building around digital literacies  (1)  
o Provider of training and skill building around digital literacies  (2)  




Q10 Digital literacies can include a variety of related concepts. Which term do you most 
affiliate with your work in this area? Select all that apply 
▢ Digital literacy  (1)  
▢ Technology education  (2)  
▢ Making, or maker culture  (3)  
▢ STEM education  (4)  
▢ STEAM education  (5)  




Q11 Please indicate your years of experience working with digital-literacy-related topics: 
o Under 5 years  (1)  
o 5-10 years  (2)  
o 11-20 years  (3)  
o 21-30 years  (4)  













Q13 If digital-literacy-related initiatives could deliver one thing of value, a "must have" for the 




Q14 Please indicate your gender:  
o Male  (1)  
o Female  (2)  
o Prefer not to answer  (3)  
 
 
Q15 Please your identity: 
o American Indian or Alaskan Native  (1)  
o Asian  (2)  
o Black or African American  (3)  
o Hispanic  (8)  
o Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander  (4)  
o White, non-hispanic  (5)  
o Multiracial  (6)  





Q16 Do you have a formal leadership position around digital literacy-related initiatives in your 
area? 
o Yes  (1)  
o I don't know  (2)  
o No  (3)  
 
Skip To: Q17 If Leadership = Yes 
Skip To: End of Block If Leadership = I don't know 
Skip To: End of Block If Leadership = No 
 









Start of Block: Individual Resources - Leadership 
 
Q19  
Part 2: Social Network Questions    
The following questions will help us map out how different community members and 
organizations are connected around digital literacy-related initiatives.  
  
 The questions will ask you to identify different individuals you rely upon for different resources 
around digital literacy-related initiatives. To connect results across participants, we ask that you 
use an individual's full name (e.g., John Smith). Real names will only be viewable to the 
researcher. All names will be anonymized and reported according to generic identifiers (e.g., 
sector) in reports. 
      
By digital-literacy-related initiatives, we mean programs, events or services that focus on 
developing the competencies, attitudes and perspectives needed to understand and use digital 
information and communication technologies. These initiatives may deal with digital literacy 
specifically, as well as include related concepts such as STEAM/STEM education, general 





 Instructions:    Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals you interact with around digital-
literacy-related initiatives.   If you have no one you can identify, you can leave the 
question blank (put down 0 names).  You may re-use individuals in subsequent 
sections.   Order does not matter.   Please use individuals' first and last name (e.g., 
John Smith) to help us match individuals across surveys.  Real names will NOT be shared. 
 Results will be aggregated across generalized roles or sectors.  
 
 
Q20 Who do you rely upon for leadership related to digital-literacy-related 
programming?  
Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals, using full names (e.g., John Smith). Leave blank if you 
rely upon no one.  
o Person #1  (1) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #2  (2) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #3  (3) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #4  (4) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #5  (5) ________________________________________________ 
 
Skip To: End of Block If Leadership(Person #1) Is Empty 
 
Carry Forward Entered Choices - Entered Text from "Who do you rely upon for leadership related to 
digital-literacy-related programming? Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals, using full names (e.g. John 
Smith). Leave blank if you rely upon no one.    " 
 


























#1 (x1)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#2 (x2)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#3 (x3)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#4 (x4)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 




Carry Forward Entered Choices - Entered Text from "Who do you rely upon for leadership related to 
digital-literacy-related programming? Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals, using full names (e.g. John 
Smith). Leave blank if you rely upon no one.    " 
 
 









(x1)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #2 
(x2)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #3 
(x3)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #4 
(x4)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #5 






Q23 What leadership do these individuals provide to digital-literacy-related initiatives?  
________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Individual Resources - Leadership 
 
Start of Block: Individual Resources – Information 
Q24 Who do you rely upon for information/advice related to digital literacy 
programming?  
Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals, using full names (e.g. John Smith). Leave blank if you 
rely upon no one.  
 
o Person #1  (1) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #2  (2) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #3  (3) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #4  (4) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #5  (5) ________________________________________________ 
 
Skip To: Q27 If Information(Person #1) Is Empty 
 
Carry Forward Entered Choices - Entered Text from "Who do you rely upon for 
information/advice related to digital literacy programming? Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals, using 
full names (e.g. John Smith). Leave blank if you rely upon no one.    " 
 


























#1 (x1)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#2 (x2)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#3 (x3)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#4 (x4)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 




Carry Forward Entered Choices - Entered Text from "Who do you rely upon for 
information/advice related to digital literacy programming? Name anywhere from 0 - 5 individuals, using 
full names (e.g. John Smith). Leave blank if you rely upon no one.    " 
 









(x1)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #2 
(x2)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #3 
(x3)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #4 
(x4)  o  o  o  o  o  
Person #5 











Q28 Besides the above mentioned individuals, what are other main sources of 




Q29 What information or resources do you think are needed to better support digital-literacy-
related initiatives in your community?   
________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Individual Resources - Information 
 
Start of Block: Collective Leadership Group Roles 
 
Q30 Part 2 Continued: Social Network Group Roles  
  Individuals often play different roles within groups.  One framework categorizes 4 main roles 
based upon sets of behaviors individuals playing these roles may exhibit. These roles are:    
1. Navigator: Individuals playing this role help initiate and energize the group's actions in 
pursuit of its purpose and goals, communicate with and reminds the group of its overall purpose, 
and helps develop specific goals to move the group forward. In other words, someone playing 
the navigator role helps establish purpose, direction and focus for the group.  
 
  2. Organizer: Individuals playing this role manage internal tasks and timelines, help match 
individuals' strengths with group goals, and help the group clarify roles and responsibilities for 
individual group members. In other words, someone playing the organizer role helps organize 
the group and structure tasks.    
 
 3. Integrator: Individuals playing this role support effective communication and collaboration 
among members, develop healthy group norms, and promote active involvement among 
members. In other words, someone playing the integrator role develops and maintains team 
cohesiveness and supports effective conflict management.  
 
 4. Liaison: Individuals playing this role serve as group advocates, soliciting external help and 
resources and providing feedback from external stakeholders. In other words, someone playing 
the liaison role develops and maintains positive and useful relationships with external 





Q31 Do you feel these 4 roles accurately capture the roles played in the group organizing 
around digital-literacy-related initiatives in your community?  
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  
 
Skip To: Q32 If capture roles = No 
Skip To: Q33 If capture roles = Yes 
 
 
Q32 What other important roles, or behaviors, do you feel like are missing from this framework?  
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q33 Think about the group of individuals you know most involved in digital-literacy-
related work in the area. Name these individuals.     List anywhere from 0 – 7 individuals 
who are involved in supporting digital-literacy-related initiatives within your community/region.  
 Please use their full name, e.g., John Smith  
o Person #1  (1) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #2  (2) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #3  (3) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #4  (4) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #5  (5) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #6  (6) ________________________________________________ 
o Person #7  (7) ________________________________________________ 
 
Skip To: End of Block If CL ppl(Person #1) Is Empty 
 
Carry Forward Entered Choices - Entered Text from "Think about the group of individuals you know 
most involved in digital-literacy-related work in the area. Name these individuals.     List anywhere from 
0 – 7 individuals who are involved in supporting digital-literacy-related initiatives within your 
community/region.   Please use their full name, e.g. John Smith " 
 


























#1 (x1)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#2 (x2)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#3 (x3)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#4 (x4)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#5 (x5)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#6 (x6)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
Person 
#7 (x7)  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  ▢  
 
age Break  
Carry Forward Entered Choices - Entered Text from "Think about the group of individuals you know 
most involved in digital-literacy-related work in the area. Name these individuals.     List anywhere from 
0 – 7 individuals who are involved in supporting digital-literacy-related initiatives within your 





Q35 Which, if any, of the 4 stated roles do you see individuals in this group 
currently playing around digital-literacy-related initiatives? Select all that apply. Leave 
blank if the individual does not currently play any of the roles.   
 
Person 
#1 (x1)  
 
Navigator: provides 
















#2 (x2)  
 
Navigator: provides 
















#3 (x3)  
 
Navigator: provides 
















#4 (x4)  
 
Navigator: provides 
















#5 (x5)  
 
Navigator: provides 
















#6 (x6)  
 
Navigator: provides 
















#7 (x7)  
 
Navigator: provides 

















Page Break  
End of Block: Collective Leadership Group Roles 
 
Start of Block: Group Dimensions 
 
Q36 Part 3: Group Dimensions   For this set of questions, consider the group of individuals you 
engage with around digital-literacy-related initiatives in your community.   
  
 By digital-literacy-related initiatives, we mean programs, events or services that focus on 




information and communication technologies. These initiatives may deal with digital literacy 
specifically, as well as include related concepts such as STEAM/STEM education, general 
technology education, or making.  
 
Q37  
In general, how easy is it to identify the individuals working in digital-literacy-related 
initiatives as a group?  
o Extremely easy  (63)  
o Somewhat easy  (64)  
o Neutral  (65)  
o Somewhat difficult  (67)  
o Extremely difficult  (68)  
 
Q38 What would make identification of others involved in this work easier?  
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q39 In general, how would you characterize the level of organization of this group of 
individuals?  
o Extremely organized  (4)  
o Organized  (5)  
o Neutral  (6)  
o Disorganized  (7)  
o Extremely disorganized  (8)  
 





Q41 In general, how successful have this group of individuals been in organizing digital-
literacy-related initiatives within the community?  
o Extremely successful  (4)  
o Successful  (9)  
o Neutral  (6)  
o Unsuccessful  (7)  
o Extremely Unsuccessful  (8)  
 
 







  To what extent do you believe that the interactions of this group... 
 
Not at all 
(18) 
2 (19) 3 (20) 4 (21) 



























































Q45 Is there anything else you would like us to know related to the organizing around digital-





Q46 Is there anything else you would like us to know related to the leadership around digital-
literacy-related initiatives in your community?  
________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Group Dimensions 
 
Start of Block: Referrals 
 
Q47 This survey has been sent to a variety of individuals in your community, based upon 
referrals from others.  However, we want to maximize community input and would appreciate 
your help to do so. 
 
 Is there anyone else you interact with around digital-literacy-related initiatives you think 
would be important to invite to this survey?    
 
 If so, please supply their contact information (name and email address) and we will send a copy 
of this survey to them.  Of course, if they have already received it they will not need to complete 
it again.  
________________________________________________________________ 
End of Block: Referrals 
 






Thank you!  
 For your participation in this research project, you have the option to be entered into a random 
drawing to win one of twenty, $25.00 gift cards to Amazon.com.  
     
   
     The odds of winning a gift card are 7:1.   Winners will be selected after completion of 
data collection for the survey.   A link to an electronic gift card will be emailed to the 
chosen winners.     
    
To ensure your entry is received, please confirm your contact information below. This 
information will be removed during analysis.      
Leave blank if you do not want to be entered into the drawing.   
o Name  (1) ________________________________________________ 
o Preferred contact email address  (2) 
______________________________________________ 
 







B.3 Final Interview Questions 
Follow-Up Interview Questions 
I. Interview Overview   
A. Set up audio recording equipment, consent forms, questions set up 
B. Welcome, Introduction, and Describe the Objectives of the Research 
C. Provide consent form (if not already signed as part of initial interview questions)  
D. Review IRB protocol and provide consent forms 
E. Collect signed forms  
F. After consent, record and being interview  
  
Research Overview (copied from consent form) 
Contemporary practices in technology management and innovation rely on organizational 
leadership developing strategic management skills to meet specific needs of the public. In the State 
of Illinois, there is critical concern with improving economic development among communities. 
Business and organizations in Illinois are experiencing an unprecedented shift to using computer-
based technologies. While these technologies are transforming our economy, there remains a 
persistent digital divide in Illinois. One of the significant barriers is limited access to emerging 
digital platforms that are being used in manufacturing, media production, and data analytics.  These 
digital literacies are essential 21st century skills for social and economic development.  With a 
partnership among University of Illinois Extension, University of Illinois faculty and staff, and 
local communities, we are leading a process to help determine the digital literacy needs of area 
communities in Illinois.  This facilitated process will help identify current and future needs and 
resources for digital literacy training and programming. In order to best inform digital literacy 
efforts in our community, we are interested in learning more about the leadership processes that 
happen within your organization. 
  
I. Your participation is voluntary. You may stop participation at any time you would like. 
A. If you agree to participate, please sign/confirm the consent form provided 
B. Please note, I will be audio recording our interview for transcription purposes 
II. You were selected for this interview because you were nominated by your peers as 
someone important to these initiatives in the community. Today, the goal of this interview 
is to spend the next 45 - 60 minutes discussing your role in digital literacy (DL) initiatives 
within the Peoria area, and learning more about how you navigate this role.  
A. Before we begin, let me clarify some basic information  
 
RESPONDENT BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
1.      Name______________________________ 
2.      Title_______________________________ since___________________ 
3.      Field of expertise_____________________ 
4.      Organization __________________________ 







INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  
This semi-structured interview will ask the following preliminary questions; however, additional 
follow-up questions may be asked based upon participant responses.  
 
PRELIMINARY Probing questions for follow-up  
History  
What can you tell me about the 
history of digital literacy (DL) 
within the community?  
 
How long have you been involved? 
 
What has been your involvement?  
• What have been key events or activities that helped 
initiate and sustain these initiatives?  
• What have been key people who have helped 
support and sustain these initiatives?  
• Have there been defined groups or organizations 
you can point to who were key to supporting this 
work in the community?  
• Are there unique aspects about Peoria that make 
this work important?  
 
Role – General  
 
What do you consider is your role 




Informally?    
• How have these roles been helpful or necessary to 
the success of the group?  
 
 
Role – Information Behaviors 
 
Interested in learning more about 
how you act in this role, and what 
are some of the resources you rely 
upon to be successful, or effective.  
• What behaviors, actions, support do you feel you 
provide?  
• What sources do you use to obtain information you 
need about DL?  
• What factors play a role in your decision to use 
these sources?  
• What sources do you consider reliable?  
• What information do you need to know but can’t 
find?  
• What are the biggest barriers to gaining access to 
this info?  
• How do you use the info? How do you determine 
its quality?  
Challenges  
 
• What makes it difficult to find out what you need to 




What are the difficulties you’ve 
experienced in this role?  
 
What are difficulties you’ve seen 
the group experience?  
• Are there unique aspects about Peoria that make 
this work difficult? 
• If you could go back to a year ago, is there anything 
you would do that you think would increase the 
success of the initiative?  
Opportunities 
 
What do you feel like is missing 
that would help this initiative – 
either its success or sustainability.  
● What types of roles, or skill sets, do you feel have 
been missing that, if present, would help?  
● What sorts of resources would be helpful?  







APPENDIX C: Invitations and Consent Letters  






C.2. Participant Interview Consent Form 
Digital Innovation Leadership Program 
Initial Interview Consent Form 
 
Contemporary practices in technology management and innovation rely on organizational 
leadership developing strategic management skills to meet specific needs of the public. In the 
State of Illinois, there is critical concern with improving economic development among 
communities. Business and organizations in Illinois are experiencing an unprecedented shift to 
using computer-based technologies. While these technologies are transforming our economy, 
there remains a persistent digital divide in Illinois. One of the significant barriers is limited 
access to emerging digital platforms that are being used in manufacturing, media production, and 
data analytics.  These digital literacies are essential 21st century skills for social and economic 
development.  With a partnership among University of Illinois Extension, University of Illinois 
faculty and staff, and local communities, we are leading a process to help determine the digital 
literacy needs of area communities in Illinois.  This facilitated process will help identify current 
and future needs and resources for digital literacy training and programming. In order to best 
inform digital literacy efforts in our community, we are interested in learning more about the 







Your participation in this interview is voluntary. All of your responses will be kept confidential 
and not identified by name. You have the option of not answering any questions and you may 
stop at any time. Consistent with the university requirements of informed consent for research 
involving people, we are informing you that we believe this investigation places you at minimal 
discomfort or risk. It is estimated that this interview will take approximately 45 - 60 minutes to 
complete. 
 
As part of the interview procedures, your responses will be recorded. This is for accuracy, to 
ensure that when we transcribe your responses they accurately reflect your responses during the 
interview.  
 
Please indicate below your name, your e-mail address, and your consent to participate. Your 
name and e-mail address will be stored separately from your transcribed responses to preserve 
confidentiality.  
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
 
Yes, but not always. In general, we will not tell anyone any information about you. When this 
research is discussed or published, no one will know that you were in the study.  However, laws 
and university rules might require us to disclose information about you.  For example, if required 
by laws or University Policy, study information which identifies you and the consent form 
signed by you may be seen or copied by the following people or groups:  
• The university committee and office that reviews and approves research studies, the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) and Office for Protection of Research Subjects; 
• University and state auditors, and Departments of the university responsible for oversight 
of research; 
• Federal government regulatory agencies such as the Office of Human Research 
Protections in the Department of Health and Human Services. 
 
The principal investigator, Martin Wolske, can answer any questions or concerns you might have 
about the investigation. He can be reached at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
(School of Information Sciences, 501 E. Daniel Street, MC-493, Champaign, IL 61820-6211, 
Phone: 217-244-8094 or e-mail: mwolske@illinois.edu). If you have additional questions, 
comments, concerns about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you should wish to 
voice a complaint about the survey you can contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB), 
Second Floor, 805 West Pennsylvania Avenue, Urbana, IL 61801, Phone: 217-333-2670 or via 














3. *Email Address: 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. *I have read this statement and I agree to participate:   Yes   No  
 
5. *I have read this statement and I agree to be audio recorded:   Yes  No  
 
 
C.3. Survey Interview Invitation  
Subject: Digital Literacy survey  
 
Hello <insert name>,  
 
You are invited to participate in an electronic survey to share your thoughts around how Peoria is 
engaging around digital-literacy-related initiatives.  
 
The survey is available at: https://uiuc.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8nP4F0hDErSdOUl 
Responses are requested by May 19, 2017.  
 
Your participation is completely voluntary and the survey is expected to take no more than 15 – 
20 minutes. You also have the option of entering your name into a random drawing for a $25 
electronic gift card.  
 
<Insert optional text* for context>.  
 
This survey is part of my doctoral research at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
For the past few years I have been part of a grant supporting digital literacy skill development 
among youth in the Peoria area.  This research project comes out of the work of this grant, based 
upon my interest in learning more about the organizing and leadership processes that happen 
within community collectives.  The findings of this study will contribute to the body of research 
around digital literacy, leadership, and community collaboration as well as help evolve best 
practices and insight for individuals and communities on how to support successful cross-sector 
community collaborations. 
 
My first step for data collection was interviewing different individuals involved in this work. I 
am now starting my second step of data collection, which is the electronic survey. This survey is 
accessible at the following link: <insert link> and will remain open until <close date>. Your 
participation is completely voluntary and the survey is expected to take no more than 15 – 20 
minutes.  
 
Additionally, I have been working through referrals to help identify others who are involved in 
this sort of work in the area. I would appreciate your help is sharing this email and survey link 
with others within your organization or networks who is involved in digital-literacy-related 





If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.   
 
Thank you for your insight and participation,  
 
Sincerely,  
Kirstin Phelps  
 
Kirstin C. Phelps  
Doctoral candidate, iSchool  
Program Coordinator, MS in Information Management 
Research Affiliate, Center for Digital Inclusion 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign  
kphelps@illinois.edu 
kirstinphelps (Skype) 
/in/kirstinphelps (LinkedIn)  
 
 
C.4. Survey Interview Consent Form  
 
Background: 
 In the State of Illinois, there is critical concern with improving economic development among 
communities. Business and organizations in Illinois are experiencing an unprecedented shift to 
using computer-based technologies. Additionally, many communities are finding ways to 
support and develop digital literacy skills in their youth. 
  
Digital literacies are increasingly cited as essential 21st century skills for social and economic 
development. Broadly speaking:   
Digital literacies refers to the competencies, attitudes and perspectives needed to understand 
and use information from a variety of digital and non-digital sources.  Digital-literacy-
related initiatives refers broadly to programming or initiatives that support the development of 
digital literacies, and can include associated terms like STEAM/STEM education and making.    
  
To support effective community based programming around digital literacies, it is important to 
understand how individuals and organizations are connected across the community, as well as 
the leadership processes supporting such work.   
  
This survey will provide insight into important needs and resources within your community to 
support digital-literacy-related programming. It also may ask about leadership processes which 
support or hinder such initiatives. The results from this survey will be shared with the 
community, in order to provide insight into the planning, implementation, and sustainability of 
digital-literacy-related initiatives.  
  




Your decision to participate or decline participation in this study is completely voluntary and you 
have the right to terminate your participation at any time without penalty. You may skip any 
questions you do not wish to answer. If you want do not wish to complete this survey just close 
your browser. 
  
Your participation in this research will be completely confidential and any personal information 
will be anonymized. No names will be used. Possible outlets of dissemination may include 
dissertation, project reports, conference presentations, and academic publications.  Faculty, 
students, and staff who may see your information will maintain confidentiality to the extent of 
laws and university policies. Personal identifiers will not be published or presented. Although 
your participation in this research may not benefit you personally, it will help us understand the 
structure of leadership within the local community related to supporting digital literacy.  
 
About the survey:     
It is estimated that this survey will take approximately 15 - 20 minutes to complete. You will be 
asked to complete a series of questions which ask you to identify individuals you communicate 
with about digital literacy. Any names used within this research will be confidential and any 
personal information will be anonymized. Real names will not be used. Faculty, students, and 
staff who may see your information will maintain confidentiality to theh extent of laws and 
university policies. Personal identifiers will not be published or presented.  
  
 We recommend you take this survey on a laptop, tablet or desktop computer. Upon completion 
of the survey, you have the option to be entered into a random drawing to win one of twenty, 
$25 gift certificates to Amazon.com. The odds of winning are 7:1. Please print a copy of this 
consent form for your records, if you so desire.   
  
 Questions?   
The principal investigator, Martin Wolske, can answer any questions or concerns you might 
have about the investigation. He can be reached at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
(School of Information Sciences, 501 E. Daniel Street, MC-493, Champaign, IL 61820-62 11, 
Phone: 217-244-8094 or e-mail: mwolske@illinois.edu). If you have additional questions, 
comments, concerns about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you should wish to 
voice a complaint about the survey you can contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB), 805 
West Pensylvania Avenue, Urbana, IL 61821 (Phone: 217-333-2670) or via email at 




Q2 *Consent to participate: 
▢ I have read and understand the above consent form. I certify that I am 18 years 
old or older and, by clicking the 'I Accept' button to enter the survey, I indicate my 





C.5. Participant Final Interview Invitation  
Dear [NAME] 
I am writing to you from the University of Illinois (Urbana-Champaign) as part of my doctoral 
work, and asking if I could interview you the week of (date range) regarding your role in 
supporting digital literacy initiatives in the Peoria area. For more information about my research, 
please see the attached handout.  
 My doctoral work is looking at the Peoria area as a case study for how communities can 
organize around, and support, digital literacy.  More information is provided in the attached 
flyer, but I have been working in the community for the past few years and have conducted a few 
rounds of data collection including a number of interviews, document collection, and a survey.   
 I am contacting you because you were identified as playing a leadership role around digital 
literacy from survey participants and I would like to speak to you more about your experience 
working in this area.  The interview would take ~45 – 60 minutes.  
 I plan to be in the Peoria area the week of (DATE) and would greatly appreciate meeting with 
you.   
Are there a few times/dates you would be free that week to talk more?  
 I look forward to hearing from you.  
Regards,  
Kirstin  
Attachment: Interview Informational Handout  
_______________________________________ 
Kirstin C. Phelps  
Doctoral candidate, iSchool  






C.6. Participant Final Interview Consent Form  
Digital Innovation Leadership Program: 
Follow-Up Interview Consent Form 
 
Contemporary practices in technology management and innovation rely on organizational 
leadership developing strategic management skills to meet specific needs of the public. In the 
State of Illinois, there is critical concern with improving economic development among 
communities. Business and organizations in Illinois are experiencing an unprecedented shift to 
using computer-based technologies. While these technologies are transforming our economy, 
there remains a persistent digital divide in Illinois. One of the significant barriers is limited 
access to emerging digital platforms that are being used in manufacturing, media production, and 
data analytics.  These digital literacies are essential 21st century skills for social and economic 
development.  With a partnership among University of Illinois Extension, University of Illinois 
faculty and staff, and local communities, we are leading a process to help determine the digital 
literacy needs of area communities in Illinois.  This facilitated process will help identify current 
and future needs and resources for digital literacy training and programming. In order to best 
inform digital literacy initiatives in our community, we are interested in learning more about the 
leadership roles around these efforts, as well as understanding the different mechanisms and 




Your participation in this interview is voluntary. All of your responses will be confidential and 
not identified by name. You have the option of not answering any questions and you may stop at 
any time. Consistent with the university requirements of informed consent for research involving 
people, we are informing you that we believe this investigation places you at minimal discomfort 
or risk. It is estimated that this interview will take approximately 45 - 60 minutes to complete. 
 
As part of the interview procedures, your responses will be recorded. This is for accuracy, to 
ensure that when we transcribe your responses they accurately reflect your responses during the 
interview.  
 
Please indicate below your name, your e-mail address, and your consent to participate. Your 
name and e-mail address will be stored separately from your transcribed responses to preserve 
confidentiality.  
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
 
Yes, but not always. In general, we will not tell anyone any information about you. When this 
research is discussed or published, no one will know that you were in the study.  However, laws 
and university rules might require us to disclose information about you.  For example, if required 
by laws or University Policy, study information which identifies you and the consent form 
signed by you may be seen or copied by the following people or groups:  
• The university committee and office that reviews and approves research studies, the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) and Office for Protection of Research Subjects; 





• Federal government regulatory agencies such as the Office of Human Research 
Protections in the Department of Health and Human Services. 
To summarize, faculty, students, and staff who may see your information will maintain 
confidentiality to the extent of laws and university policies. Personal identifiers will not be 
published or presented.  
 
The principal investigator, Martin Wolske, can answer any questions or concerns you might have 
about the investigation. He can be reached at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
(School of Information Sciences, 501 E. Daniel Street, MC-493, Champaign, IL 61820-6211, 
Phone: 217-244-8094 or e-mail: mwolske@illinois.edu). If you have additional questions, 
comments, concerns about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you should wish to 
voice a complaint about the survey you can contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB), 
Second Floor, 805 West Pennsylvania Avenue, Urbana, IL 61801, Phone: 217-333-2670 or via 











3. *Email Address: 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. *I have read this statement and I agree to participate:    Yes   No  
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